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Abstract 
Master thesis, Master of science in Innovation through Business, Engineering and Design with 
specialization in Business Administration 

Field of research: Business Administration, School of Business & Economics 

University: Linnaeus University, Växjö, Sweden 

Course code: 5FE07E 

Semester: Spring 2017 

Author: Nil Tuglu 

Examiner: Saara Taalas 

Tutor: Monika Müller 

Case company supervisor: Anne JM Norman 

Title: Lived experience of ‘Activity-Based Working’  
Subtitle: An explorative study of the change of workspaces at IKEA to an activity-based 

environment  

Background: This master thesis is about discovering the concept of ‘Activity- Based Working 

(ABW)’ and its application at the specific case of IKEA. ABW is a phenomenon in office design 

and management. From a physical perspective, it discards private offices, desks and desktop 

computers assigned for individual’s permanent use (Parker, 2016) . Instead, the office space is 

rearranged with various areas tailored for different work tasks, such as hubs for teamwork, 

meeting areas, cubicles, phone booths, workshop areas and more (Parker, 2016; Ditchburn, 

2014)The application of ABW involves in the behavioral environment in addition to the physical 
one. The behavioral environment is aimed to encourage collaboration, creativity, team work and 

flexible working (Koetsveld & Kamperman, 2011). The concept of ABW is yet under-researched. 

The existing literature presents the driving factors of open-plan and partially activity-based 

workspaces from an organizational perspective. The driving factors and expected outcomes of 

ABW are steered by the work-related needs by the practitioners and scholars. The needs identified 

by scholars, which are leading companies to take an action towards ABW are mainly 

organizational needs. The empirical studies reveal positive and negative outcomes of activity-

based way of working, affecting physical and behavioral environments of employees, without 

building a relationship between the work-related needs and the outcome. In addition, these studies 

are very limited and they do not cover the reflections of driving factors on employees. Addressing 
this gap, I want to add on the literature on office space by presenting an empirical case of IKEA, 

which combines the rationales and experiences of employees shortly after their workspace has 

been transformed to ABW. My purpose is not to point out the positive or negative experience, but 

to reveal employees’ interpretation of the new workspace and how they experience it.  

Research question: How do employees interpret the rationales around the transformation of their 

office space into ABW and how do they experience the ABW environment? 

Purpose: To investigate the lived experience of IKEA employees in a physically and behaviorally 

changing workspace and to problematize the relationship of the rationales and experiences of 

employees. 
Method: This research is an explorative case study. The data presented in findings is collected 

through semi-structured interviews. Thirteen interviews conducted in three different locations of 

IKEA. 

Conclusion: The study concluded as the lived experience of employees is not mainly parallel to 

the rationales of organization towards changing to an activity-based environment.  

The findings revealed a tension between the driving factors and the lived experience. Driving 

factors reflect what is planned by the organization; whereas the lived experience do not directly 

show the impact of driving factors on the outcome. The lived experience brings the attention to 

the social needs of employees to be considered in workspace. 

Keywords: activity-based working, office types, open-plan, space, office space, lived 

experience 
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1 Introduction 
 

 

The focus of this study is to explore Activity-Based Working (ABW) as an ongoing physical 

and behavioral workspace change at IKEA. The purpose is to investigate the reality of 

change, how it is experienced and reflected on employees’ daily routines. This chapter first 

introduces the ABW concept, followed by background information about ABWs interest and 

relevancy to the practitioners as well academic studies. Next, problematization is given 

behind the experience of ABW by coworkers; which leads to the research question and the 

purpose. The chapter ends with delimitations and outline of this study. 

 

 

Work today can be redefined in terms of space and time against the background of the 

information age (McGregor, 2000). The digital revolution reached to a point where employees 

can almost work anytime and anywhere with the ease of finding information and being 

connected (Koetsveld & Kamperman, 2011). Working becomes more time and place 

independent (Appel-Meulenbroek, et al., 2011) and thus the requirements of the work itself 

and the management of workspace will follow the transformation (Parker, 2016; Malkoski, 

2012; Haynes, 2007). As new working patterns are emerging amid the ongoing digital 

revolution and due to the new-coming generations, new ideas about workspace renovations 

and new ways of working arise (Kupritz, 2003).  

 

Changing workforce dynamics and the new generations populating workspaces have created a 

new dynamic regarding office design, as their collaborative and flexible approach conflicts 

with structured routines and physical outlines of traditional workplace (Hulme et al., 2010). In 

this context of changing routines and actors, “activity-based working (ABW)” emerged as an 

alternative concept to break the traditional rules and routines of a workplace. 

 

ABW, a latest phenomenon in office design and management, discards private offices, desks 

and desktop computers assigned for individuals’ permanent use (Parker, 2016). Instead, the 

office space is rearranged with various areas tailored for different work tasks; such as hubs for 

teamwork, meeting areas, cubicles, phone booths, presentation rooms and more (Parker, 2016; 

Ditchburn, 2014). Based on employees’ work activities and needs that differ each day, or 

even few times a day, employees can choose the relevant workstation when they are up to a 



                                                           

 

 

10 

particular activity. The changes in employees’ daily calendar are also influenced by their 

personal context as well as their role and work task (Tabak, 2008). ABW thus emerged as an 

office innovation to both facilitate the office space optimization and to fulfill the changing 

needs of knowledge workers (Appel-Meulenbroek, et al., 2011). 

 

1.1  Background 

The interest in ABW has emerged in the past 20 years (Parker, 2016); due to the rapid growth 

in technology, changing workforce generations and financial uncertainty (Hulme, et al., 

2010). The context of ABW has many angles in technical, financial, social, environmental 

and personal related fields. ABW affects the physical workspace, cost considerations, space 

utilization, virtuosity and how people work (Veldhoen + Company, 2017). As workspace is 

one of the main influential assets in many companies on cost management, productivity and 

efficiency efforts (Riratanaphong & Van der Voordt, 2012), realizing an urge in adapting 

workspaces to the changing trends considered as one of the keys in organizational 

development by some scholars (Beijer, 2014; Lee & Brand, 2005). The radical 

transformations in today’s workplace has led changes in physical surroundings to support new 

ways of working (Kupritz, 2003). In other words, workspaces must be reinvented as the work 

patterns change (Kupritz, 2003). Besides the physical office space, the rearrangement alters 

the behavioral environment by encouraging collaboration, creativity, team work and 

innovational use of space (Malkoski, 2012; Koetsveld & Kamperman, 2011). This is 

supported by virtual solutions by to mobilize information and take it apart from place and 

time (Koetsveld & Kamperman, 2011). When embracing the concept of ABW, it is important 

to understand the three dimensions that will be reshaped: physical, virtual and behavioral 

workspace (Leesman, 2017); which are explained in chapter 2.3. 

 

Considering today’s conditions and the digital age, ABW has been a major topic in articles 

discussed as the latest efficiency solution to the knowledge work (Jansen, 2013). However, at 

the moment practitioners’ articles on this topic outweigh the number of academic studies. The 

practitioner literature as well as company websites advertise the ABW concept to their 

audiences, as the following examples show.  

 

Veldhoen + Company (2017), a consultancy company based in the Netherlands, introduces 

some benefits of ABW as cooperation and employee engagement to increase productivity. 
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Veldhoen + Company has been developing new ways of working for over 25 years. The 

company helps other companies in the way of understanding and implementing ABW and 

guides them through the leadership, change management in creating the perfect physical and 

virtual space. The experiences of Veldhoen Company show that the traditional personal 

offices are used less than 50% of the working time, which they consider as a big waste in 

square meters, sustainability and operating costs. They believe breaking the tradition of 

individualized workspaces provides opportunities in terms of efficiency (Veldhoen + 

Company, 2017). Lego, Atlas Copco, Novartis and Microsoft are some of the companies who 

worked with Veldhoen + Company to transform their workplace to an activity-based 

environment, and experienced from the several perspectives of physical, behavioral and 

virtual outcomes. The ultimate goal of ABW by Veldhoen + Company (2017) is “more 

freedom of choice in combination with cost savings”.  

 

To illustrate the fact that ABW is becoming a trend among organizations, several practical 

examples are given. The examples given are supporting that ABW is about creating various 

environments in offices, so that different tasks can be accomplished in the most efficient 

spaces.  Goodman Group published a report in 2012 including ABW concept adapted in their 

workplaces. They drew the attention to the benefits of ABW as increased staff collaboration, 

flexibility in the way of working, cost reduction, improved job satisfaction and breaking down 

silos. Goodman consulted to Veldhoen Company to implement the new way of working. With 

Veldhoen’s support, they prepared a timeline for change management to ensure a successful 

move. Some of the visible outcome were; employee empowerment and proudness of working 

in the new environment, increase in sharing information electronically, less paper usage, 

reduced electricity consumption, dynamic and flexible working environment. (Goodman, 

2017)  

 

Another example is from Lego. When introduced the new office in London in 2014, Lego 

emphasized the impact of ABW as encouraging cross-organizational collaboration. Lego 

colleagues recognized this change as a new way to make better work decisions. The London 

office was taken as a pilot for ABW within Lego, to establish in other locations in future as 

well. (Lego, 2014) In addition, Microsoft Netherlands, Alcatel Lucent and Unilever 

Switzerland are some other examples of companies adapted ABW in some of their 

workplaces (Office Snapshots, n.d.).  



                                                           

 

 

12 

 

Veldhoen Company pointed to the digital age by demonstrating the need of a different 

environment because of the technological advancements which allow employees to work any 

time, any place (Veldhoen + Company, 2017). When the modern workforce increase in 

organizations, the questions arise if the current technology supports the need of new 

generations (Dell, 2016). Dell and Intel pointed this issue from a technological perspective. 

According to Dell and Intel ®, companies changing to ABW need to consider their 

employees’ way of working in flexible environments across varying devices. From their 

business idea, there is no single solution for changing workplaces; but every workplace going 

through this transition should consider how their employees cooperate and how can they 

boost productivity. (Dell, 2016)  

 

The practical examples illustrated that ABW as a workplace solution produces various 

outcomes depending on the needs of the organization. Keeping in mind the physical, 

behavioral and virtual dimensions of ABW (Veldhoen + Company, 2017; Leesman, 2017) 

and understanding their relationships can help supporting the organizational efficiency with 

this new way of working. On the other hand, besides the organizational needs; considering the 

employees’ experience during the process of change and after the impacts of change is needed 

to adopt the best solution serving the needs of the many. 

 

1.2 Problem Discussion 

In an ABW setting, employees are not assigned a specific work station nor do they own a 

desk, unlike a traditional office setting where everyone has a personal desk or room. ABW 

requires employees to rotate around the work stations according to their work-related needs, 

such as going to a quite area when need to be concentrated or taking a booth when need to 

have a private call. This way of working in an activity based environment encourages 

employees to experience a dynamic interaction in an open space. However, the experience of 

space is designated by employees’ personal usage of different areas in this case. 

 

Some scholars put emphasis on the effects of ABW and open plan workspaces on employees’ 

behaviors and their personal space. Kim, et al. (2016) argues that by transforming cellular 

office types into open plan activity-based offices, individual territories are being threatened 

by the loss of privacy, status and own space. The study of Brennan et al. (2002) shows that 
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the shift from cellular office to open-plan office and considers the measures of satisfaction 

with physical environment as physical stress, relations with team members and perceived 

performance. The result shows that employees were more dissatisfied by the change from the 

noise and disturbance because of the openness of the new environment (Brennan, et al., 

2002).  

 

The literature briefly discusses positive and negative outcomes of implementing ABW in 

workspaces. According to Malkoski, (2012) and also Koetsveld & Kamperman, (2011), ABW 

is an innovation as a new way of working which facilitates learning, focusing, collaborating 

and socializing by emphasizing the we-feeling. However, there are some drawbacks of ABW 

studied by some scholars: noise, crowdedness, loss of privacy, status and personalization of 

own space i.e. having pictures of friends and family close to one’s workplace (Kim & de 

Dear, 2013; Danielsson & Bodin, 2009). The effects of ABW clustered as positive and 

negative are revealing the reactions of employees towards a new way of working, which is 

aimed to boost efficiency with cost considerations. 

 

Main drivers of ABW is given by researchers as cost reduction, increase of communication 

and collaboration (Allen et al., 2004; Becker, 2004; Brunia et al., 2016). As examples of 

several studies indicated, they all are giving different results of open-plan office effects on 

productivity and satisfaction. Different outcomes of working in an ABW environment is 

related to different initial situations of organizations by Van der Voordt (2004). Therefore, it 

is important to understand the driving factors towards ABW for the case company, whether 

they are triggered by newly set organizational goals (Beijer, 2014), cost management agenda 

(Parker, 2016), enhancing the company reputation (Becker, 2002; Beijer, 2014), and 

increasing the productivity (Haynes, 2008; Horr et al., 2016; Ilozor et al., 2002) or else. 

Organizations that are implementing ABW should adopt an integrated and customized 

approach towards the change process (Koetsveld & Kamperman 2011) to reach the desired 

outcomes. As ABW consists of physical, behavioral and virtual dynamics; changes in each 

physical, behavioral and virtual environment must be coherent and operationalized in a 

structured way (Laframboise, et al., 2013). This shows the need to combine a change 

management process into workplace transformation project (Laframboise, et al., 2013).  
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However, these are organizational approaches to the expected outcomes. The driving factors 

are essential; but they do not completely link with the outcome experienced by coworkers. In 

other words, the driving factors do not influence how users of the designated space practice 

the new way of working. Moreover, driving factors of a change in the workspace are hard to 

generalize since they are determined by the internal situations of companies. As far as they 

are covered in literature, the emphasis on driving factors are mostly work-related needs, 

determined by the organization. The topic of workspace and ABW is still under-researched. 

Some studies show experiences of employees through the transition from a cellular office to 

an open office setting, by reflecting both the positive and negative experiences, without 

examining the relationships of variables affected by change. However, there are only few 

studies so far. There is no consensus among researchers when it comes to driving factors of 

ABW and its reflection on employees. Addressing this gap, I want to add to the literature on 

office space through presenting an empirical case that combines the rationales and 

experiences of employees shortly after their workspace has been transformed into an ABW. 

 

1.3 Research Question 

• How do employees interpret the rationales around the transformation of their 

office space into ABW and how do they experience the ABW environment?  

 

1.4 Purpose 

The purpose of this research is to problematize the process of workspace change when 

implementing activity-based working from several perspectives and to discover the lived 

experience of people during the transformation towards ABW in their working environment. 

First, I aim to understand the company’s expectations that are connected to the workplace 

transformation. Then, I want to figure out why this change is adopted and what is the aim of 

IKEA by moving to ABW. What are the managerial factors that triggered this change and 

what does IKEA want to change with implementing ABW; the way of working, working 

culture, use of space? Referring to certain areas at IKEA which are experiencing the change, 

what was the expected change by the project leaders and what is the reality now among co-

workers?  

Studying these questions is important to address my purpose. I aim to advance the literature 
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by adding the particular angle of individuals’ lived experience of the activity-based 

workspace. The phenomenon of ABW is out there, but by means of this empirical study; I aim 

to reveal the interpretation of the rationales around the phenomenon from the employees’ 

perspective, instead of the organizational perspective. 

 

1.5 Delimitations 

This is a case study of IKEA, and the context of the study is delimited to three different 

locations of IKEA, since the implementations of ABW in these locations can provide rich 

data to understand their experiences. The sites in different locations are inter-connected under 

IKEA. The aim is not to compare the locations with each other, but to take a holistic 

approach; therefore, the corporate structures and features of each site are not considered in 

this research. Moreover, the study is delimited to the employees’ perspective and employees 

are taken as IKEA coworkers who are leading the physical and behavioral change in the 

workspace towards ABW and IKEA coworkers who are already working in a new activity 

based workspace. 

 

1.6 Outline 

Chapter 1 Introduction: The first chapter presents the topic of the study which is the concept 

of ABW, it’s possible driving factors, studied outcomes and its implementation in 

workspaces. Then the problem discussion around the implications of physical and behavioral 

change in the workspace is given which forms the basis of the research questions. The 

research questions are presented followed by the purpose of this study and the delimitations. 

Chapter 2 Literature Review: This chapter presents the main theoretical concept of space 

employed in this study, to be able to analyze the context of workspace. The basic theory of 

space consists of a sociological approach towards space, how it is produced and understood. 

Then organizational space theory is explained in relation to the workspace. After explaining 

the main theories of space, the concept of workspace and its historical evolution is covered 

through a literature review, to understand the emergence of ABW. Finally, the concept of 

ABW is explained by reviewing what scholars studied so far. 

Chapter 3 Methodology: This chapter describes how this research is conducted with the 

relevant methods. The general approach of this research is given by explaining the abductive 

approach of the qualitative study. The research design of this particular case study is 
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described in detail and the data collections methods which help the explorative questioning to 

reach the findings.  In addition, the data analysis is covered with the methods considered 

during the process. Further on, ethical considerations are mentioned to protect the rights of 

participants. Finally the quality criteria in evaluating the study is included. In this chapter the 

selection of the methodology is explained in terms of why they are selected to add value to 

this research. 

Chapter 4 Empirical Data: This chapter reveals the findings with a thematic approach. The 

data collected from interviewees are merged together and formed certain themes to analyze. 

This chapter explains the central concepts and themes emerged from the findings. 

Chapter 5 Discussion: This chapter discusses the empirical themes which is structured by the 

influence of research questions as a first step of problematization. The findings are showing 

the experience of ABW environment by coworkers in the unique case of IKEA. 

Chapter 6 Conclusion: This final chapter presents the conclusions derived from interpretation 

of findings. The conclusion is presented as key findings, followed by managerial implications. 

Finally, the chapter addresses the limitations of the study as well suggestions for the future 

research. 
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2 Literature Review 

 

This chapter first presents the understanding of space from various angles through a brief 

literature review in the studies of space. Here the central theory is taken as Lefebvre’s theory 

of space and Hernes’s organizational space theory. Following, a brief literature review is 

presented about the evolution of ABW with an historical narration to workspaces and offices. 

Then the concept of ABW is presented by breaking the concept into pieces. The first 

subchapter about the space theory presents the central theory behind this study and the 

following subchapters serve more as a literature review to present what had been researched 

so far around the concept of ABW. Finally, a conclusion is drawn combining space, 

organizational workspaces and ABW together.  

 

 

2.1 Theory of Space  
 

In order to study the physical and behavioral change in the workspace, the theory of space is 

considered to give a meaning to the space that is studied in a work context. In addition, as 

ABW is a relatively new concept, I also present relevant concepts from the literatures on 

behavioral science, facilities management and corporate real estate. 

 

2.1.1 Lefebvre’s theory of social space 

 

Lefebvre presents his search for a ‘unitary theory of space’ in ‘The Production of Space’ 

(Lefebvre, 1991) viewed from a sociological and philosophical perspective. The purpose of 

Lefebvre’s studies is to show the actual production of space by gathering the different types 

of space and the way they emerged under a single theory (Swyngedouw, 1992).  His 

investigation suggests an agreement between physical space, mental space and social space 

(Merrifield, 2000). Physical space indicates the material practices and nature of a space 

(Taylor & Spicer, 2007), mental space is the spatialized image of knowledge (Hernes, 2004) 

and social space is the space of human action (Merrifield, 2000). According to Lefebvre, 

these fields of space have been an issue of discussion between various researchers mainly 

because they capture separate spheres (Merrifield, 2000). When Lefebvre pursuits to theorize 

space in a unitary approach, he doesn’t analyze the objects in space but the space itself as an 

entity (Lefebvre, 1991). With ‘The Production of Space’, Lefebvre (1991) wants to collect 
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different approaches of space under one theory, by discovering the social relationships 

between them.  

 

According to Swyngedouw (1992), the search for uniting the three types of space should 

begin with the proposal that “social space is a social product and in such a way that social 

space becomes indistinguishable from mental and physical space” (p.218). Lefebvre argues 

that space is primarily a social product (Taylor & Spicer, 2007). He seeks to explore the social 

space by pursuing its inner dynamics and active moments, because he aims to discover “how 

space gets actively produced” (Merrifield, 2000, p.171). According to Lefebvre (1991) each 

existing space is a result of an organic process with many contributing elements. With his 

search towards ‘unitary theory of space’, he wants to explain elements of space which are 

understandable by the senses (Merrifield, 2000). The theory thus emerged by tracking the 

dynamics of space itself, exposing the processes involved in production of social space 

(Merrifield, 2000).  

 

Lefebvre (1991) constructs a ‘spatial triad’ to introduce the processes through which spatiality 

is produced: ‘spatial practice’, ‘representations of space’ and ‘representational space’. ‘Spatial 

practice’ stands for perceived space which is formed by people’s perceptions of the 

environment depending on their daily routine (Lefebvre, 1991). “Spatial practices […] 

include […] patterns of interaction that link places aside for work, play and leisure” 

(Merrifield, 2000, p.175). ‘Representations of space’ refers to conceived space and the space 

in this context is conceptualized (Lefebvre, 1991). Conceptions of space tend to be reflected 

as objective expressions, because the conceived space is created by planners, developers, 

designers, architects etc. (Merrifield, 2000). Therefore, Lefebvre (1991) argues that power, 

knowledge and ideology are impacted in the construction of conceived space. 

‘Representational space’ stands for the lived space and the space of inhabitants/users 

(Lefebvre, 1991). ‘Representational space’ is the “space of everyday experience” (Merrifield, 

2000, p.174) and it is linked to the social life. Lefebvre mentioned the ‘representational space’ 

as “directional, situational or relational, because it is essentially qualitative, fluid and 

dynamic” (1991, p.42).  

 

To summarize, Lefebvre’s (1991) perceived, conceived and lived triad stands for spatial 

practice, representational space and representations of space in spatial terms, which is shown 
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in Figure 1. According to Lefebvre, the triad shouldn’t be taken as an abstract model but it 

should be demonstrated with “real-life relationships and events” (Lefebvre, 1991; Merrifield, 

2000). Lefebvre (1991) is aware that the social space of lived experience can be easily 

defeated by a conceived space. Merrifield (2000) reflected this by pointing out that today’s 

society is putting what is conceived to the primary importance then what is lived or perceived.  

 
Figure 1: Lefebvre’s ‘spatial triad’ (1991) 

 

In an early phase on the focus of space, Lefebvre’s philosophical perspective created an 

understandable ground to the production of space. He pointed that changing a way of working 

is not possible without changing “the production of an appropriate space” (Lefebvre, 1991, 

p.59). The three moments of social space can be used as a basis to understand the concept of 

space studied in an organizational context.  

 

Lefebvre’s theory of space has been an inspiration for scholars who are studying space in 

various contexts. Taylor and Spicer (2007) are one of these scholars, who used Lefebvre’s 

spatial triad (1991) to demonstrate that “an adequate understanding of organizational spaces 

would investigate how they are practiced, planned and imagined” (p.325). In their study, they 

identified different conceptions of space inspired by Lefebvre (1991), after reviewing the 

literature on organizational spaces. These conceptions are ‘space as distance’, ‘space as 

materialized power relations’ and ‘space as lived experience’ (Taylor & Spicer, 2007). Taylor 

and Spicer (2007) uses Lefebvre’s triad (1991) to explain the conceptions. ‘Space as distance’ 

is clarified as the practiced space, demonstrating practices of distance and proximity. ‘Space 

as materialized power relations’ is explained with the mental space which shows the practices 
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around power relations in an organizational context. Finally, ‘space as lived experience’ is 

explained as the imagined space which is formed by experiences. Because it is relevant to the 

purpose of discovering the lived experience in activity based working environment in this 

research, the emphasize is given to ‘space as lived experience’. ‘Space as lived experience’ 

explains that same physical space can be understood differently by different individuals 

depending on their own experiences (Taylor & Spicer, 2007). To understand the different 

experiences, researchers mentioned symbolic artefacts that surround spaces, which might be 

personal or corporate decorations in an organization (Taylor & Spicer, 2007). Here, 

Gagliardi’s (1990) organizational symbolism and Strati (1999)’s organizational aesthetics can 

be relevant to refer to, when it comes to explain the physical space and its experience that is 

tried to be created by certain artefacts; can be family pictures on the desk in the workspace or 

company logo on the walls. Such symbols are identified quite central to understand 

individuals’ lived experiences of organizational space by scholars (Taylor & Spicer, 2007).  

 

Wasserman (2011) mentions Lefebvre’s spatial model in her research of ‘aesthetic 

isomorphism in organizational spaces’. Here, she explains physical/ ‘perceived’ space as 

“enactment of the architectural disclosure translated into material artefacts and bodily 

gestures” (Wasserman, 2011, p.23). Mental/ ‘conceived’ space is about planning and 

conceptualization of space by managers and architects in a way they aim to project through 

space, based on the desired identity of space (Wasserman, 2011). Finally, according to 

Wasserman (2011) the social/ ‘lived’ space doesn’t need to be equal to the other two but 

definitely influenced by them. 

 

The significance of Lefebvre’s (1991) differentiation of three spheres of space in his unitary 

spatial modal, is that all three dimensions of space help us to realize the role of architects in 

how they give meaning to planned systems (Wasserman, 2011). In an organizational context, 

these planned systems form institutionalized patterns which are materialized by architects as 

shapes and aesthetic discourses (Wasserman, 2011). Hereby, the conceived space is often 

attached to the values, images and interests of managerial groups in an organization 

(Wasserman, 2011). This presents the inter-connection between the physical and mental space 

and how one affects the visualization of the other within an organization. The lived space, on 

the other hand, covers the interpretations and experiences of the physical space by individuals 

and relates the gap between the idea of planned space and its visualization (Wasserman, 
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2011). This gap is reflected by Wasserman and Frenkel (2010) as “the power of architectural 

disclosure to shape identities while also limiting users’ possible alternative interpretations of 

the same material environment, and therefore their ability to reject the imposed organizational 

identity” (p.505), inspired by Lefebvre (1991).  

 

2.1.2 Hernes’s organizational space theory 

 

Hernes (2004) follows Lefebvre’s approach on recognizing space itself instead of things in it, 

when studying the concept of space linked with the study of organizations. The construction 

of space is studied by Hernes (2004) under the terms of organization as a process. This is 

important to refer because of understanding space as in a workspace notion, which is the basis 

of this thesis. Hernes (2004) realized that “a need of reconceptualization” is emerged for the 

link between physical and behavioral workspace (p.63). He is questioning where the work in 

people’s mind lies; in their way of working or private life. In his study of space, Hernes 

(2004) assumes that organizations are made of combined spaces of physical, mental and/or 

social nature and are constantly changing (Mote, 2005). According to Hernes (2004), space 

within an organization can also develop and recreate itself in various ways. As long as space, 

in organizational terms, interacts across organizational boundaries, the term remains flexible. 

Instead of defining the terminology of space and finding the correspondence in other terms, 

Hernes (2004) focuses more on how it emerges, develops, stabilizes and changes.  

 

Moreover, Hernes (2004) mentions two options when studying space and organization 

together, based on the previous research: the first option is to consider “organizations as 

consisting of spaces” both from physical and social perspective (p.xvii); the second option is 

to look at the bigger picture and consider “organization as space (p.xvii)”. Hernes (2004) 

states that “any act of organizing is about creating a space for human action and interation” 

(p.xvii).  

 

Hernes (2004) has a critical approach towards how different concepts of space can be 

understood in an organizational context. To support his problematization, he presents a table 

(Figure 2) to show the distinctions between different types of space, inspired by Lefebvre.  
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Figure 2: “A three-pronged notion of space in relation to organization” (Hernes, 2004, p.72) 

 

Physical space is the creation of a material setting to restrict activity within time and space 

(Hernes, 2004). Its emergence is supported by the need to get some order and it shows itself 

by symbolic details (Hernes, 2004). Mental space is considered as a common ground to be 

able to do something together; it helps existence of shared contents to understand each other. 

It is taken as “the fundamental context for human action and interaction” (Hernes, 2004, 

p.113). He identifies four themes associated to mental space in organization theory: ‘decision-

making’, ‘organizational learning’, ‘organization culture’ and ‘sensemaking’. From the three 

types of space, social space is the one which is reflecting and connecting closely to identity 

(Hernes, 2004). Because it contains human bonding, emotions, loyalty, conflict and so on. 

Hernes (2004) resulted as these three types of spaces merge under the organization and their 

interaction with each other might occur as a change in the organization. Any change takes 

place in an organization within a timeframe and organization functions in time, therefore it 

was relevant to refer Hernes’s approach linking organization to space theory.  

 

 

2.1.3 ‘Workspace’ and ‘office space’ 

 

Research about spaces in organization and management studies is not easy to be accumulated 

as authors use many different terms used when describing the phenomenon of space, such as, 

place, workplace, workspace, public/private space, environment and so on (Taylor & Spicer, 

2007). In this study, I focus on the term ‘workspace’ in terms of offices and explore 

employees’ rationales around and lived experience of ‘activity based’ workspace. Therefore, 
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it is essential to understand space from different approaches, to give meanings under different 

contexts such as the workspace itself, private and public space, physical and behavioral space. 

ABWs are typically spaces within organizations and so the concept of ABW is a concept 

which is integrated into workspace from both behavioral and physical perspectives.  

 

Employees who are experiencing the change from both sides tend to cope with the change by 

attributing personal means to the workspace, and try living the space through their own 

understanding (Chanlat, 2006). Chanlat (2006) explains that developing a personal area at 

workspace is an expected move by employees as human beings are territorial and it is a need 

for wellbeing. 

 

The following section is giving the brief evolution of workspace and how ABW emerged as a 

workspace concept. 

 

2.2 Historical review on the evolution of ABW 
 

Organizational spaces have been studied since the introduction of Taylor’s (1911) concept of 

scientific management and the Hawthorne studies. (Clegg & Kornberger, 2006; Taylor & 

Spicer, 2007). The Hawthorne studies in 1920s are known as one of the most significant 

researches when looking at the relationship between physical environment and organizational 

behavior and their effect on performance (Sundstrom, 1986). When looking at the classics of 

management theory, the foundation of office design can be relied on Taylor’s (1911) 

scientific management principles with the standardization of office layout (Haynes, 2007; 

Kornberger & Clegg, 2004). Under Taylor’s (1911) scientific management principles, 

workspace is divided into individual cells for each particular activity (Kornberger & Clegg, 

2004). In terms of other classic academic foundations, space has also been a major concern in 

organization theory (Kornberger & Clegg, 2004), which is covered with Hernes’s 

organizational space theory.  

 

In the late 50s, the changing demands of organizational development facilitated the 

emergence of the open planning concept by removing the walls and cells from the offices 

(Hedge, 1982). This way organizations could meet the emerging needs with adjustments on 

the workplaces. Hedge stated (1982) “open-plan is a way of providing an extremely flexible 

work environment” (p.520).  
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Activity-based working is first emerged as activity- settings approach in 1985, in Stone & 

Luchetti’s article in HBR. They advocated for the need of multiple workplaces to serve for 

different activities, as one desk with all purposes per employee didn’t serve the needs 

anymore (Stone & Luchetti, 1985). However, lack of opportunities in open spaces to control 

the work environment and not having enough personal space is connected to the 

dissatisfaction (Danielsson & Bodin, 2009; Kim & de Dear, 2013; Ekstrand & Damman, 

2016) 

 

To get a better understanding of emerging concept of ABW, Danielsson & Bodin (2009) 

identified the lack of office type definitions from a research perspective. There is a need to 

differentiate cellular-office and open-plan office in the first place because they form the basis 

of extended office types. Danielsson & Bodin (2009) defined cellular office from an 

architectural background as one person per room. Brill et al. (2001) made the separation of 

cellular and open-plan offices by defining cellular office as “a workspace that has four walls 

to the ceiling and a door” and open-plan office as “a workspace whose perimeter boundaries 

do not go to the ceiling” (p.17). Where cellular offices are aim to be used individually, open-

plan offices create a transparent environment where everyone works together.  

 

Certain developments in the technological field and the way of working of current and future 

generations demand organizations to be very flexible both in the way how they respond to 

social and economic changes and in the way of their physical environment of workplace 

(Haynes, 2007; Koetsveld & Kamperman, 2011). Such improvements throughout the time has 

led the emergence of combi and flex offices.  

In the last decade, combi offices emerged based on the needs of multiple areas for different 

tasks. They are based on open offices but includes alternative parts such as meeting rooms, 

open areas and private booths (Beijer, 2014) and employees were assigned to one of these 

spots based on their tasks. Moreover, so-called flex offices have same design as combi offices 

and the only difference is the usage of alternative spaces (Beijer, 2014). ABW is adopted in 

flex offices where employees should pick where to work every single say, regarding to their 

daily tasks and they are expected to clean the area they used at the end of the day (Beijer, 

2014). Employees, especially new-coming generations value controlling their own 
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environment and flexibility at work (Ekstrand & Damman, 2016). Within new ways of 

working, as ABW is a part of, “flexible use of space provides employees with a greater degree 

of autonomy as regards timings, content, tools and locations of work” (Ekstrand & Damman, 

2016, p.189). In an ABW environment, employees are supplied with flexible equipment and 

mobile communications technology so that they can work anytime, anywhere (Parker, 2016). 

This necessitates employees to adopt a flexible working style (Clarke, 2012; Lee & Brand, 

2005; Parker, 2016), which in most cases has led organizations to take the step towards ABW. 

 

2.3 The concept of ABW 
 

Activity Based Working, as the name indicates, is a flexible workplace concept which offers 

different workstations to be occupied by employees whenever they need for their particular 

activity (Koetsveld & Kamperman, 2011). Within this concept, daily activities decide which 

facility an employee would need, that would easily claim the fact of changing the work 

settings during the day (Koetsveld & Kamperman, 2011). In every organization there are 

different kinds of activities that can be identified (Vos & van der Voordt, 2002). Activities 

can differ based on the concentration level needed, also if they are formal or informal (Appel-

Meulenbroek, et al., 2015). Based on this statement, the activities are clustered by Appel-

Meulenbroek, et al. as “‘informal meeting’, ‘work related activity’ (reading, writing, typing 

etc.), ‘formal meeting’, ‘telephone/video’ and ‘informal activity’ (coffee, copying etc.)” 

(p.323, 2015). According to Tabak (2008), activities of an employee vary on a day-to-day 

basis depending on the order and timing of those activities. While some activities are repeated 

every day on a regular basis (e.g. getting coffee), others might be performed more 

infrequently (e.g. skype meetings) (Tabak, 2008). The daily changes in employees’ calendar 

can be influenced by personal context as well as employees’ role and work task (Tabak, 

2008). Individual activity behaviors thus may be dependent on combination of their role and 

place in the organization (van der Aalst & can Hee, 2002), also to the physical environment, 

relationships and personal context.  

 

With a change in the physical environment of the workspace, change in employee experiences 

and behaviors are inevitable. Haynes (2007) studies components of office productivity and 

resulted as a need to rewrite the definition of office environment. Whereas office was 

considered solely as a physical environment before, his study establishes that behavioral 
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environment is a significant part of office productivity (Haynes, 2007). Behavioral 

environment can be experienced differently; depending on the individual’s role and work task 

in the organization, he/she can respond differently to a workspace change (Vischer, 2012). 

 

The driving factors described by some researchers can be helpful on understanding the fairly 

new concept of ABW in the academic studies. Although, driving factors can not be 

determinative on pointing the outcomes because as illustrated by some empirical studies, 

different outcomes are observed in a workspace change towards ABW, both in physical and 

behavioral environments.  

 

Main drivers of ABWs that are mentioned in the literature are typically cost reduction, the 

increase of communication and collaboration (Allen et al., 2004; Becker, 2004; Brunia et al., 

2016). ABW is considered to enable new ways of working which facilitates learning, 

focusing, collaborating and socializing by emphasizing the we-feeling (Malkoski, 2012; 

Koetsveld & Kamperman, 2011). Research broadens the understanding of individual 

perspective of employees on a physical workspace change. Some researchers stated the 

importance of personal control of the work environment to the employees (Ekstrand & 

Damman, 2016) and how it is linked to accessibility (Vuokko, et al., 2015), collaboration with 

others and job satisfaction (Danielsson & Bodin, 2008).  

 

According to Malkoski, (2012) and also Koetsveld & Kamperman, (2011), ABW is an 

innovation as a new way of working which facilitates learning, focusing, collaborating and 

socializing by emphasizing the we-feeling. Some other scholars reveal that innovational use 

of open spaces enables better interaction between employees and thus productivity (Brown et 

al., 2005; Elsbach, 2003; Haynes, 2007; Ilozor et al., 2002). However, there are certain 

drawbacks of ABW environment in the literature. The empirical study by Danielsson & Bodin 

(2009) results as noise and privacy causing the dissatisfaction in open-plan offices. They find 

out that cellular office workers are more satisfied; although, they were lacking social 

interaction (Danielsson & Bodin 2009). Another study made by Kim & De Dear (2013) about 

workplace satisfaction shows that the benefits of reinforced interaction were less than the 

costs of increased noise level and loss of privacy. Van der Voordt (2004) studies the benefits 

and disadvantages of both cellular and open-plan offices and concludes as it is important to 
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combine them with an environment that allows transferring information as well as personal 

area of working. 

 

There is not a theoretical concept behind ABW to base the empirical studies around activity-

based and open-plan environments. Thus, a small scheme is created with the understanding of 

the previous studies around the topic. Referring some of the empirical cases, I broke down the 

ABW concept in to pieces as seen in figure x. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Numerous studies have considered the effects of changing from traditional private office 

setting to an open-plan activity-based setting. The studies evaluated the benefits and 

disadvantages to the organization, in terms of employee satisfaction and productivity. Studies 

are displaying that transformation of an office to an activity-based setting is affected by 

physical, behavioral and virtual factors as illustrated in Figure 3. Changes in these three 

environments lead to new ways of working in an organization. The transformed physical 

office environment is aimed to facilitate activities with various areas built for different needs. 

The virtual office environment follows the physical change and supports mobilizing the 

information. With the new virtual environment, the information on hand becomes detached 

from time and place. Finally, the new behavioral environment makes employees to be more 

organized to plan their activities. (Koetsveld & Kamperman, 2011) 

 

Activity-Based-Working 

Physical Virtual Behavioral 

-space/cost 

utilization 

 

-mobilizing 

information 

 

-social 

environment 

-privacy/ 

concentration 

-communication, 

motivation 

 

Figure 3 The concept of ABW, inspired by Koetsveld & Kamperman (2011) 
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In the implementation process of ABW setting, which is including three environments, 

Laframboise, et al. (2013) point that it is important if employees participate in the planning 

process of ABW to have a smooth integration period. Even though the decision of 

implementation process is generally made by the leaders, Appel-Meulenbroek, et al. (2011) 

suggest that employees should be able to decide “where, when and how they want to work” 

(p.123). In their study, the ways to differentiate activities of coworkers are covered (Appel-

Meulenbroek, et al., 2011). According to Tabak (2009), these activities are clustered as 

“nature of the activity, individual or group activities and planned and unplanned activites” 

(Appel-Meulenbroek, et al.,2011, p.124). 

 

Scholars emphasize on driving factors of ABW and their association with different 

environments ABW includes. Some empirical studies reveal the positive and negative 

outcomes of ABW and open-plan workspaces from organizational and personal view. 

However, there is no consensus among researchers when it comes to driving factors of ABW 

and its reflections on employees. Addressing this gap, I want to add to the literature on office 

space through presenting an empirical case that combines the rationales and experiences of 

employees shortly after their workspace has been transformed into an ABW. 

 

2.4 Conclusion of theoretical framework  
 

Throughout the theoretical chapter, I showed the concepts of space, organizational space and 

ABW in separate subchapters in a certain order. The chapter starts with the theory of space; 

because ABW takes place in the office space and office requires to be physically adapted to 

the flexible nature of ABW. My aim is to discover the lived experience of employees during 

the implementation of ABW and I want to understand how physical and behavioral space is 

experienced by the individuals as the change affects both physical and behavioral 

environments. The theory of space forms the ground of this research to understand how office 

space is planned to serve the needs of ABW and how changing space affects human beings in 

their physical and behavioral environments.  

 

Lefebvre (1991) pursuits to theorize space in a unitary approach and we can see similar ideas 

from Wasserman (2011) and Hernes (2004) in organizational space. The shift is clear in the 

literature review from space to organizational space, because drawing on organizational space 
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is essential to understand the implementation of ABW in physical environment, followed by 

the behavioral environment. A flexible workspace concept of ABW briefly touches three 

areas; physical, virtual and behavioral environments in an organization (Koetsveld & 

Kamperman, 2011). These environments can be considered within dimensions of space 

(Lefebvre, 1991); for example, ABW affecting physical environment is the material reflection 

of physical space and behavioral environment is reflecting the lived space where social 

relationships and personal experiences take place.  

 

In this thesis, the concept of ABW is presented more as a literature review than a theoretical 

framework, due to the lack of academic studies about it. The literature review covers what has 

been researched so far about the phenomenon by giving examples of practical 

implementations and some empirical studies which cover more quantitative results such as 

productivity and satisfaction of employees from working in an open-space and/or activity 

based environment. Therefore, as the core of this research is to discover the lived experience 

of ABW at IKEA, the theoretical approach to this phenomenon is taken through theory of 

space by Lefebvre (1991); adapted in organizational space by Hernes (2004). 
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3 Methodology 
 
 

This chapter describes how this research is conducted with the relevant methods. The 

qualitative research approach, case study design, sampling, data collection as interviews and 

data analysis are explained and motivated by the terms of this study. Moreover, ethical 

considerations are explained to protect the sensitive data and the confidentiality rights of the 

case company and participants. Finally, the quality criteria are given to ensure the quality of 

this research.  

 

 

 

 

3.1  General Approach 
 

As research approach, there are two main directions: qualitative and quantitative. Quantitative 

approach requires numerical data collection and often employs a deductive approach to show 

the relationship between data and theory (Bryman & Bell, 2011). In qualitative research, 

findings are not derived by statistical methods or other procedures of quantification. Ghauri & 

Grønhaug (2010) simply state the main difference between the two approaches as “the basic 

distinction between quantitative and qualitative research is that quantitative researchers 

employ measurement and qualitative researchers do not” (p.104). 

 

3.1.1 Qualitative study 

 

Qualitative research starts with presumptions and the following process of research moves 

from philosophical assumptions to interpretive view in studying social problems (Creswell, 

2013). Qualitative approach is reasonable for this study simply because the phenomenon of 

ABW and the scope of the research require an interpretative analysis. Collection of data 

within qualitative research is held being sensitive to the people and places under the study 

(Creswell, 2013).  

 

This master thesis aims to look at the transformation of workspaces into ABW and how 

employees – some participated in implementing the workspace changes and others did not – 

experience this physical change of their offices. I thus present a qualitative case study at 

IKEA to discover the employees’ lived experience.  



                                                           

 

 

31 

With the qualitative research approach, I aim to investigate the transformation of workspaces 

towards ABW at IKEA from coworkers’ experiential perspective. The interpretation of 

physical and behavioral environment was proceeded by understanding the experience of 

employees and their attitude towards the action of workspace change. Moreover, the research 

approach is qualitative as I utilized an open and flexible design to collect and interpreted data 

by being as close as possible to the environment and people which were studied (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2014). 

 

The lived experience which is aimed to discover in this study, is considered both in behavioral 

and physical terms. The change of the workspace is carried out at some IKEA workspaces, 

first by changing the physical setting. The private desks and rooms are discarded, instead, 

common areas are introduced based on the certain work needs; group rooms, phone booths, 

cubicles, meeting areas etc. I want to see the relationship between the physical and behavioral 

working space, which are adjusted for ABW. Therefore, the great emphasis was on the natural 

setting of the working environment and collecting the data to inquire with an interpretive 

approach. The natural setting of the workspace is going to be observed to get the participants’ 

experience and the information is going to be gathered by talking directly to people and being 

able to observe how they behave and act inside their context (Creswell, 2013). Taking an 

interpretive approach is useful for this study, because observations in the working 

environment are meant to understand the concept of ABW from the employee’s perspective. 

Interpretations on observations and interviews made in the ABW environment are aimed to 

help discovering the lived experience of employees in the workspace. 

 

3.1.2 Ontology and Epistemology 

 

Under qualitative inquiry, there are some philosophical assumptions mentioned to represent 

the first thoughts in developing a study and a research question. It is determinative how these 

philosophical assumptions form the basis of the qualitative to be developed in the research. 

Philosophical assumptions give insights on shaping the research questions and how to study 

them. (Creswell, 2013)  

 

Ontological assumptions are concerned with the perception of reality, whether an objective 

approach is taken or a built-up approach is considered depending on social events (Bryman & 
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Bell, 2011). Since this study was conducted as qualitative, it was inevitable to face with 

multiple realities which might change from researcher to reader (Creswell, 2013). Ontology 

has two main perceptions to look in the nature of reality (Creswell, 2013): objectivism and 

constructivism (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Objectivism reflects that the social entities exist and 

reflect their reality without any influence from the social actors in the same society (Saunders, 

et al., 2009). Objectivists seek for more rational explanations towards research problems 

(Saunders, et al., 2009), referring to the universal laws (Abma & Widdershoven, 2011). 

Objectivist judgement is mainly used in quantitative studies (Abma & Widdershoven, 2011). 

On the other hand, constructivism is based on relationships and co-constructed realities 

(Lincoln, et al., 2011). In this context, the researcher gains understanding by mostly 

interpreting the perceptions of subjects in the society (Lincoln, et al., 2011). Constructivism 

stands for “producing reconstructed understandings of the social world” (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2011, p.92). Constructivists construct knowledge through their own experiences and 

interactions with people of their society (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). During their research, 

constructivists engage in the research process to interact and make sure that the participants 

reflect their reality (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). 

 

For this research, constructivism is chosen as an ontological approach based on its reflection 

to the indeterminacy of knowledge to the social world (Bryman & Bell, 2011). As this 

research is looking at lived experience towards ABW, constructivist approach motivates 

structuring the lived realities within an observable context of social interaction (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2011). To get insights into employees’ experiences at ABW environment at IKEA, 

I preferred to address the issue in a constructivist way and build up my understandings from 

data collection to answer the research question.   

 

Epistemological assumption indicates being as close as possible to the participants when 

handling a qualitative study. While ontology considers the perception of reality, epistemology 

concerns how to know the reality. With epistemological approach, researcher tries to be as 

close as possible to the participants when collecting data. This is mainly because knowledge 

in epistemology is gained by subjective experiences of individuals. (Creswell, 2013)  

There are two epistemological positions, which are opposed to each other: experimental and 

interpretative (Henwood & Pidgeon, 1992). From the two epistemological perceptions, this 

study took an interpretivist action to conduct the qualitative research. Interpretivists adopt a 
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critical approach towards the application of theoretical framework to the analysis of social 

world (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The analysis of social world within the research requires a 

different approach of research procedure, to reflect the uniqueness of people (Bryman & Bell, 

2011).  

 

My aim was to study the physical and behavioral workspace change towards ABW at IKEA 

and to collect internal data by observing the transformation as close as possible. This study 

has two perspectives on the issue of ABW: organizational and individual. From the 

organizational view, the intention is to understand why the decision of change to ABW is 

made, what are the driving factors and expectations from it. From the individual perspective, 

the intention is to understand what are the coworkers experiencing with the change and how 

they feel about it. My position as a researcher is to consider both perspectives, interact with 

participants from both states and interpret my findings. Therefore, my approach in data 

collection was aimed to realize and differentiate the expected change and the impact of 

change, based on my interpretations on coworkers’ experience. Because of that, interpretative 

epistemological perspective is relevant and valuable to employ in my research. With an 

interpretative epistemological position, the results might lead this research to go back and 

forth with the theory as the interpretation leads adopting new perspectives on theory to 

interpret the data. 

 

3.1.3 Abductive Approach 

 

Drawing conclusion from the collected data and its interpretation can be performed either 

with inductive or deductive reasoning (Ghauri, et al., 1995). With induction, empirical 

findings for the theoretical foundation cause the study (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Deduction 

aims to draw conclusion through logical reasoning (Ghauri, et al., 1995) which necessitates 

formulating hypotheses with theoretical considerations and translate them into operational 

terms (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Inductive reasoning lets conclusion be formulated by empirical 

observations, which depends highly on interpretation of data which may mislead even though 

performed hundreds of time. Deductive reasoning might ignore the reality, but the reasoning 

is always logical (Ghauri, et al., 1995). Calabrese & Costa (2015) state deductive reasoning as 

rational and inductive reasoning as experimental activity.  
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Abduction is adapted when both inductive and deductive approach are needed in a research. 

Abduction can be perceived as an innovative form of reasoning (Calabrese & Costa, 2015). It 

is a type of reasoning that analyzes the data and thinks about all possible interpretations; 

which forms some assumptions (Charmaz, 2006). These assumptions support researcher to 

reach the most reasonable interpretation of the findings (Charmaz, 2006). Ong (2012) stated 

as “Abductive strategy entails ontological assumptions that sees reality as socially constructed 

by social actors, where there is no single reality but multiple and changing social realities 

(p.424).” Abductive reasoning lets the researcher to capture both the domain of observation 

and the domain of ideas (Atkinson, et al., 2003), and ties together the context of discovery and 

context of justification (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014).  

 

For this study, both inductive and deductive approaches are needed to be combined to use the 

empirical evidence from the lived experience of new workspace; also, to give behavioral 

actions of the lived experience a logical reasoning and explanation from theory. At the 

beginning of this study, I was at an uncomfortable state of understanding the research topic, 

because I was confused which background I should fit the unique case of ABW. I couldn’t 

support my research interest to investigate the workspace change towards ABW at IKEA with 

a theoretical background due to a lack in academic literature. Even though, my aim was to 

question the driving factors and experience in the physical and behavioral change of the 

workspace, change management theory was too vague to base this research on. Therefore, 

abduction is employed, as Alvesson and Kärreman (2011) mentioned that a reasonable 

solution to the problem of where to place and integrate the theory throughout the research is 

provided through abductive form of reasoning. Since observational and interpretative 

approach is dominating this research while studying the empirical phenomenon of ABW; 

abductive reasoning is undertaken because it adds a special interest in the problematization 

and revision of dominating concepts and theories, while empirical impressions strengthen the 

need of innovative thinking (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011). As I collected my empirical data, 

moving back and forth between collection, interpretation, theory and analysis supported my 

abductive approach.  

 

3.2 Research Design 

Research problems can be categorized in terms of their structure. Ghauri & Grønhaug (2010) 

categorized three sorts of research design based on their problem structure as; descriptive, 
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casual and exploratory. Descriptive and casual research designs are structured and exploratory 

research design is unstructured (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). In descriptive research design the 

problem of phenomena is perfectly understood by the researcher and is structured from the 

very beginning of the research (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Every aspect and variable to 

influence the research is specified in detail. There are particular rules and procedures to 

conduct a descriptive research (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Causal research has similar 

characteristics with descriptive research design; with only addition of ‘cause-and-effect’ 

relationships. To conduct a causal research design, the research should distinguish whether 

and how the ‘cause’ results in ‘effect’ (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). In causal research, 

internal validity depends on the conclusion if it integrates a causal relationship between 

several variables (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Considering causal dependencies and specification 

of particular procedures in causal and descriptive approaches, these both research designs 

serve more of the needs of quantitative design. Exploratory research on the other hand is 

applicable where the research problem is spared to be discovered further in the research 

(Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Which means when there is a research question in a study that is 

not understood well or when the researcher is not sure what kind of result will be achieved 

with the type of study, exploratory research design is fair to apply (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

 

This study has both individual and organizational directions and the research is touching both 

concrete and abstract levels of workspace. A case study with an explorative approach is 

designed to discover different perspectives of experience on the physical and behavioral 

workspace.  

 

3.2.1 Exploratory Research Design  

 

With an exploratory design, a rough research question is formulated based on the literature 

review and can become more structured throughout the research (Bryman & Bell, 2011). As 

the name indicates, exploratory design aims to ask questions in order to figure out what is 

happening around the phenomenon (Gray, 2014). Exploratory research in mainly conducted 

by an extensive literature review, talking face-to-face with the participants, conducting semi-

structured interviews and focus groups (Gray, 2014). The analysis of collected data narrows 

down the path towards the aim and helps to develop the study of research question. 
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As the purpose of this study is not developed under the structural terms and the expected 

result was not certain from the beginning, exploratory research design is adopted. 

Investigating the change towards ABW in the case company has many practicalities, on the 

other hand, there is a lack of theoretical framework on the concept of ABW. Moreover, as the 

physical change of the workplace affects behavioral environment of employees differently 

and the expected change and the impact of change might not be parallel, this research aims to 

look at the lived experience and employees’ understanding of workspace in an ABW 

environment. Therefore, the theory development is kept studying after the data collection, 

with the expectation of data to give away a direction to the study. These factors are 

determinative on adopting an explorative approach which motivates the process of study.  

 

3.2.2 Case Study Design and Research Site 

The approach of case study is correlated with exploratory research by Ghauri & Grønhaug 

(2010). It is applied when the researcher wants to understand a real-time case and use the 

understanding to add some contextual conditions for the relevant case (Yin, 2014). Case study 

is a qualitative research method where researcher makes comprehensive exploration of a real-

life event by using multiple sources of information gathering such as observations and 

interviews (Creswell, 2013; Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). The key of defining a case study is 

that it should be described within certain parameters as place, time and situation (Creswell, 

2013). It is a preferred approach when the research question asks ‘how’ and ‘why’ where the 

researcher has very limited control over the events in a real-life context which the studied 

phenomenon focuses on (Yin 2014, cited in Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010).  

 

Ghauri & Grønhaug (2010) proposed a process model for case study research based on 

Bonoma (1985). The process starts with ‘drift’, followed by ‘design’, ‘prediction’ and 

‘disconfirmation’. Drift stage is about learning the area of research, concepts and terminology 

in the field. Drifting helps the researcher to get prior knowledge about the phenomenon 

during this stage, the researcher is most likely to modify the basic research questions. When it 

comes to the design stage, data collection strategy needs to be chosen to answer the research 

questions. Also, the general perspective gained on the previous stage is refined and specified, 

sometimes by referring to the drift stage. Prediction comes more at the later stage of the 

process. By prediction stage, the researcher has a better understanding of variables and 

concepts under the case study. The purpose of drawing conclusions is clear and the researcher 
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takes actions towards the expected result of the case. Finally, disconfirmation stage suggests 

to further analysis of the results referred by the previous stage. This can be done by applying 

the concepts to the broader version of the case to test the generalizability of the results. The 

creator of this process model Bonoma (1985) suggested that these four stages don’t mean to 

form a fixed order but instead an iterative approach towards understanding the case. (Ghauri 

& Grønhaug, 2010) 

 

Case study research method is applied for this thesis because this research started with the 

identification of a particular case (Creswell, 2013). IKEA as the case company is a 

multinational furniture retailer and they have 389 stores worldwide (Inter IKEA Group, 

2016). There are many IKEA related businesses operating under several different IKEA 

trademarks. Inter IKEA Group is the main operator and the responsible of the IKEA Concept 

and the franchising operations (Inter IKEA Group, 2016). Inter IKEA Group consists of three 

core businesses: franchising, range and supply, and industry (Inter IKEA Group, 2016). The 

companies operating for each business are presented in Figure 4.  

 

 

Figure 4: Organizational structure of the Inter IKEA Group (Inter IKEA Group, 2016) 

 

From Inter IKEA Holding B.V, the locations which are involved in changing workspaces 

towards ABW and taken as locations to investigate in this research are; Inter IKEA Systems 

B.V. in Delft, Netherlands and IKEA of Sweden AB (IoS) in Älmhult, Sweden. 

Third location investigated in this case study is not operating under Inter IKEA Holding B.V, 

but it is under inter-connected IKEA brand. It is the latest meeting and working space under 

IKEA brand, called IKEA Hubhult, in Malmö. At the Hubhult building, there are 4-5 

companies operating under IKEA Group.  
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The specific case of ABW which IKEA is started to transform some of their workspaces 

towards, is the main event to problematize the features around. The personal rooms and/or 

desks were eliminated and various areas were presented serving for different needs, for 

everyone’s common usage, based on their activities. The ambition was to create an 

atmosphere which triggers inspiration, collaboration, innovation, simplicity and curiousity 

(Inter IKEA Systems B.V., 2015). Three locations of IKEA introduced the new way of 

working – ABW in their workspaces, while each of their previous setting were unique to 

themselves. Before they introduced the new way of working in certain workspaces at IoS, 

they had a traditional open office landscape (Inter IKEA Systems B.V., 2015). At Inter IKEA 

Systems B.V. in Delft, also known as The Concept Center, employees were sitting on a half 

the size building before they extended the area. IKEA Hubhult was built as an ABW 

environment in the first place, and before they were sitting at a building in Helsingborg. In 

Helsingborg, the office setting was semi traditional with flexible desks. From these three 

locations, IKEA Hubhult, Malmö took the first action towards ABW at their workspace in 

01/09/2015, followed by IKEA Concept Center, Delft in 01/04/2016 and IKEA of Sweden, 

Älmhult in 01/06/2016.  

 

The change towards ABW takes place at different levels at IKEA in each location and my 

goal is to explore the reality and figure out what is experienced by the employees during and 

after the change. There will be two perspectives on the experience, one is organizational view 

told by the responsibles of workspace change and one is individual view told by the 

coworkers who experience the workspace change. This case study helped me to investigate 

the physical and behavioral workspace change at different locations of IKEA by asking 

exploratory questions.  

 

The case study has three different locations as mentioned before, which are chosen because 

they are the main location that ABW is totally or partly implemented. The case company of 

three locations had been studied from January 2017 to May 2017. The locations are presented 

on Table 1, with the respect of place, time and situation (Creswell, 2013). Place stands for 

each location and the workspace where ABW is implemented, time stands for when they 

introduced the project and when they implemented it, the situation is which stage of the 
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process they stand on currently. In addition to that, number of employees in each location is 

also given.  

 

 

Location Role Workspace 

implemented 

ABW 

Number of 

employees 

(appx.) 

Situation  

 

IKEA Hubhult 

(Malmö) 

Global 

meeting place 

for all IKEA 

operations 

 

 

Whole building 

 

 

1000 

First location to 

implement ABW, 

in 01/09/2015. 

Process of change 

is on the sustain 

phase currently. 

 

Inter IKEA 

Systems B.V. 

The Concept 

Centre (Delft) 

Owner of 

IKEA 

Concept and 

worldwide 

IKEA 

franchisor 

 

 

 

Whole building 

 

 

 

340 

Second location to 

implement ABW, 

in 01/04/2016. 

Process of working 

with the results of 

the follow-up 

workshops 

currently. 

 

 

 

 

IKEA of 

Sweden 

(Älmhult) 

 

 

 

 

Product & 

Range 

Development 

 

 

 

 

Two business area 

departments 

 

 

 

 

1900 

Started 

implementing in a 

test area 

01/06/2016. Second 

department 

implemented 

12/2016. 

Currently, IoS is at 

the beginning of the 

process, where they 

test the way of 

working to serve 

their long-term 

workspace project. 

Table 1: Description of the case study locations 

 

At different locations of the case study the data is collected through semi-structured 

interviews. The three locations implemented ABW in their own context and the purpose of 

the case study is to understand how the process is led and how it is experienced by the 
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coworkers. The three locations of case study differ in where they are standing in the process 

of changing the workspace towards ABW. Hubhult is the first location to implement ABW in 

their workspace. Delft also implemented the new way of working and now in the follow-up 

phase. Finally, Älmhult is on the trial phase of transforming workspace towards an activity 

based environment, by implementing the new way of working in a test area and one 

department. Delft takes the position of inspiring other sites in the process of implementing 

ABW as a franchisor, taking the experiences learned from Hubhult and prepare documents for 

others to refer when they are going through an activity based change in their workspace.  

 

3.3 Purposive Sampling 
 

Sampling procedures are divided into two wide categories, probability and non-probability by 

Ghauri & Grønhaug (2010). Probability samples allow for statistical inferences, which makes 

it used in quantitative studies; whereas non-probability samples don’t make valid inferences 

about the population and is used in qualitative studies (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Most 

sampling in qualitative research involves purposive sampling (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

Purposive sampling is not about randomly sampling research participants. It is stated by 

Bryman & Bell (2011)) as “The goal of purposive sampling is to sample cases/participants in 

a strategic way, so that those samples are relevant to the research questions being posed” 

(p.442). In purposive sampling, researches samples the cases or participant with a specific 

purpose in mind (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Employees or organizations are carefully chosen 

based on their relevance on understanding the phenomenon (Bryman & Bell, 2011). As 

purposive sampling is the only useful sampling procedure for qualitative research to gain 

insights for a phenomenon, it is selected for this research. However, it is important to mention 

that the presentation of possible interviewees was made by the gatekeeper at IKEA, 

considering my requests. 

The strategic selection of participants in purposive sampling forms the basis of selection 

criteria in this research. Because my specific purpose is to have both organizational view and 

the individual experiences on the changing workspace. Therefore, the interviewees needed to 

be chosen carefully, so I could collect relevant data suitable to my purpose. To get the 

organizational view, I needed to talk to the ones who are responsible from the workspace 

transformation process, who took the initiative on communicating the coworkers and 

implementing the process. For the individual experience, I needed to talk to the coworkers 
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who work in the environment where ABW is implemented and who had a chance to compare 

the environment before and after ABW. Such participants have all different roles in the 

workplace but they meet under a same concept of ABW, somehow as decision makers and as 

experiencers. All of them has valuable information and experience to share with me 

addressing the research question. This is how I used purposive sampling, selecting and 

sampling the participants aiming to gain insights from both perspectives. 

Accessibility to the interviewees and internal organizational documents were provided by a 

gatekeeper from IKEA who I have built a trustful relationship with. The gatekeeper is a 

coworker at IKEA and works as a bridge for the collaboration between IKEA and our master 

program. 

3.3.1 Maximum variation sampling 

 

In maximum variation sampling, the purpose is to document variety of participants or case 

sites based on characteristics (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The selection of sites or participants 

are based on some criteria which determined in advance (Creswell, 2013). When the 

researcher wants to maximize differences in the study, then he/she refers to this approach 

(Creswell, 2013). The findings are meant to reflect different perspectives towards the research 

problem in certain qualitative studies and this approach is increasing the likelihood to that 

(Creswell, 2013).  

 

Maximum variation sampling is applicable on this research because my selection of the case 

sites and participants are determined by certain aspects. Case sites are selected from the 

workplaces at IKEA where ABW is implemented. Participants are selected based on their 

roles under the concept of ABW, either decision makers or the ones who experience the 

change. I want to see all the different perspectives towards ABW at IKEA; what were the 

intentions implementing ABW and how are the office occupiers experiencing the change. 

 

 

3.3.2 Sample size 

 
Sample size depends on the logical reasoning of sample selection and the focus of the 

research in all non-probability sampling techniques (Saunders, et al., 2009). Sample size is 

determined by the purpose of the study and the research questions (Saunders, et al., 2009). In 

qualitative studies, the purpose is not to generalize the information collected but to explain 
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them thoroughly (Creswell, 2013). Therefore, the size is considered differently based on the 

particular qualitative inquiry approaches (Creswell, 2013). For case studies, it is 

recommended to have maximum 4 or 5 interviews and observation phases on a single 

research site (Creswell, 2013). In this research, the number of interviews conducted was 13. 

Having three different locations might have influenced the sample size to be this high. 

 

3.4 Data Collection 
 

Data collection according to Creswell (2013) refers to case studies, surveys and field 

experiments as methods and techniques are mentioned as a sequential procedure to follow in 

order to collect data and analyze them (Creswell, 2013).  

When choosing the research method, the researcher either uses one single data collection 

technique and equivalent analysis method, which is called mono method; or uses several data 

collection techniques and analysis to answer the research problem, which is called multiple 

methods (Saunders, et al., 2009). In qualitative researches, it is mostly common to use 

multiple methods and the combination of primary and secondary data (Saunders, et al., 2009). 

 

 

3.4.1 Data sources 

 

In qualitative data collection, first thoughts are given to the type of data and the process of 

gathering them (Creswell, 2013). Sources of data can be clustered into two: secondary and 

primary data. Secondary data is the information gathered by others to be used for their own 

purposes, whereas primary data is the original information collected directly by the 

researcher. Secondary data both helps to find external information, and to understand own 

research problem in more detail; by literature review, company reports, relevant cases, earlier 

studies and so on. However, it is the researcher’s responsibility to make sure the reliability of 

secondary data. The judgement should be made while collecting the secondary data, whether 

it can be valid to be used on the purpose of the study or not. Primary data, on the other hand, 

is collected when secondary data is not enough to answer the research question, even though 

it is not as time saving as secondary data. Primary data collection includes observation, field 

experiments, interviews, focus groups and surveys. The main advantage is that they are 

collected to answer a specific question, therefore, the relevance and consistency is undoubted. 

(Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010) 
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To the purpose of this study, both secondary and primary data were used. Literature review is 

applied to conceptualize ABW in workspace and theory is given to form a ground to the 

concept of space. The organizational documents and literature are studied to get a better 

understanding of the substantive area I am researching (Glaser & Strauss, 2009). When 

preparing for my first-hand data collection with interviews, those secondary data sources are 

used as a base and reference. The details of studying the organizational documents as 

secondary data and interviews as primary data are given in the following subchapters. 

 

3.4.1 Organizational documents 

 

Using organizational documents as data sources finding the relevant documents requires an 

intensive process (Bryman & Bell, 2011). When gathered the suitable organizational 

documents to the research problem, the researcher should have good interpretative skills to 

make the right confirm the relatedness of the documents to the study (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

Company documents and literature should be analyzed first to get a better understanding of 

the substantive area the research focuses on (Glaser & Strauss, 2009). 

 

Organizational documents are shared only internally in IKEA; therefore, I could not have 

access them without signing the non-disclosure form with the company. When preparing for 

my first-hand data collection, observation and interviews, organizational documents are used 

as a base and reference as secondary data sources. 

 

To understand the big picture of workspaces and way of working in IKEA, I conferred to the 

internal document “IKEA Meeting and Working Spaces” prepared by Inter IKEA Systems 

B.V. To understand the way of working specified to the locations, I referred to the documents 

explaining the workspaces in Delft and Malmö. The reviewed organizational documents and 

their purpose is given in Table 2. 
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Organizational 

document 

Purpose of reference Published by Published in 

“IKEA Meeting and 

Working Spaces” 

To understand the big 

picture of workspaces 

and way of working 

in IKEA. 

Inter IKEA 

Systems B.V. 

2016 

“Coworker handout 

Tulpanen Delf” 

The document is 

prepared for the 

introduction of the 

new workspace in 

Delft. It is referred to 

see the details. 

Inter IKEA 

Systems B.V. 

2016 

“Hubhult The 

Ambition” 

The document is 

prepared to introduce 

Hubhult. It is referred 

to see the ambition 

behind the building 

and details of the 

workspace. 

IKEA Group 2013 

“Q&A: IKEA of 

Sweden workspace” 

Question and answer 

document for the new 

workplace project and 

the renovation of the 

workspace. It is 

referred to get some 

general answers about 

the practicalities; 

plan, time frame, test 

area etc. 

IKEA of Sweden February 

2017 

“Our Workspace My 

Workspace” 

The document is 

prepared to show the 

vision and ambition 

of the new workspace 

strategy. 

Inter IKEA 

Systems B.V. 

2015 

“Occupancy Study” The document shows 

the result of the 

occupation study at 

IoS. 

Inter IKEA 

Systems B.V. 

2015 

                                                                            Table 2:The list of the reviewed organizational documents  
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3.4.2 Interviews  

 

Case study research focuses on “developing an in-depth description and analysis of a case” 

stated by Creswell (2013, p.104). As forms of data collection, he pinpointed use of multiple 

sources such as interviews, observations, documents and artifacts (Creswell, 2013). 

Interviewing in a qualitative study has much less structured form than it has in a quantitative 

study (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Interviews require interaction between the researcher and 

respondent, which can be my e-mail, phone and face-to-face (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). 

However, in qualitative studies, face-to-face interaction when interviewing benefits more than 

others because then the researcher can observe the actual emotions and reflections while 

interviewee answers the questions. Alvesson & Sköldberg (2009) also emphasized the 

benefits of being as close to the participants. Interviewing face-to-face is the most valuable 

way when researcher is trying to be as close as possible to the participants when collecting 

data, as the epistemological approach of this study also suggests (Creswell, 2013). 

 

Interviews have two main forms: structured and semi-structured (Bryman & Bell, 2011; 

Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). In structured interviews, a standard format is used and the focus 

is on fixed responses where statistical methods are combined with systematic sampling and 

quantitative methods (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Semi-structured interviews are more 

flexible in the context of preparing the questions as well as answering them(SOURCE). They 

are as well more in-depth, because of the open-ended nature of the questions. These kinds of 

interviews require more of greater skills from the interviewer, because in semi-structured 

interviews the information collected in personal, behavioral and value-based terms which 

demands social sensitivity (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). In qualitative studies with abductive 

reasoning, interviews mostly formed by open-ended conversations, where they are not very 

restricted and researcher takes the time to listen respondents’ stories to make interpretations 

(Glaser & Strauss, 2009). The well-informed researcher can ask consecutive questions and 

enhance the data being collected as semi-structured interviews are advantageous in terms of 

discovery (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010).  

 

There are certain aspects to consider while using semi-structured interviews as a data 

collection method. First, preparation for an interview is critical to get the real information 

needed to answer the research problem (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). The researcher should 
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identify interviewees according to whose background and experience is most relevant to the 

research area and who can answer the questions in the best way (Creswell, 2013). It is 

important to collect background information about interviewees, before moving on to the 

actual interview to be able judge their reliable input and not to get a false influence. Preparing 

for the interview plays a huge role to determine who to talk with, to avoid the risks of 

mislead. Moreover, the researcher should prepare an interview guide including the possible 

interview questions (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). It is also essential to plan a timeline to 

conduct the interviews. Ghauri & Grønhaug (2010) suggested that an interview should not 

take more than one and a half hours, respecting the limited time professionals have. The 

recording of the interviews is generally made by tape-recording as a commonly accepted 

method (Creswell, 2013; Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010), note-taking is also recommended.  

 

As primary data, I used interviews to understand the lived experience of employees’ during 

and after the transformation to ABW in their workplaces. For this research, knowing about the 

opinions and behaviors of employees is critical to understand the impact of change if it 

applies as the expected change. Information about such experiences and thoughts of people 

can only be collected by asking them face-to-face, interacting with them or by observing their 

experience (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). The motivation of adapting semi-structured 

interviews for this research comes from the aim of understanding the behaviors and 

experiences of employees who works in ABW environment at IKEA sites. During the semi- 

structured interviews, the respondents were free to answer the open-ended questions and 

reflect their personal thoughts without being restricted by alternatives of answers.  In 

qualitative interviewing the huge interest is on the respondents’ point of view (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011), therefore the interview was conducted in a flexible form to get the most out of the 

real intentions of decision makers and the experience of the coworkers.  

 

During the interviews, based on the role of the interviewee under the concept of ABW; certain 

narrations appeared. The interviewees who were decision makers and leaders of ABW 

implementation narrated the process with an organizational view, as they talked behalf of the 

organization. The rest of the interviewees who are the office occupiers experiencing the 

change narrated the process from their individual experiences. The list of the interviewees can 

be found at Table 3. 
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Interviewee Narration Location Duration 

Mark* Organizational view IKEA of Sweden, Älmhult 39.26 min 

Kate* Organizational view IKEA of Sweden, Älmhult 33.19 min 

Peter* Organizational view IKEA of Sweden, Älmhult 29 min 

Ella* Organizational view IKEA of Sweden, Älmhult 25.17 min 

Tina* Individual experience IKEA of Sweden, Älmhult 21.26 min 

Amy* Individual experience IKEA of Sweden, Älmhult 34 min 

Linda* Individual experience IKEA of Sweden, Älmhult 34.38 min 

Tom* Individual experience IKEA of Sweden, Älmhult 20.18 min 

Lily* Individual experience IKEA of Sweden, Älmhult 25 min 

Chris* Organizational view Inter IKEA Systems B.V.  

The Concept Centre, Delft 

38 min 

Daniel* Organizational view IKEA Hubhult, Malmö 25.55 min 

Carolina* Individual experience Inter IKEA Systems B.V. The 

Concept Centre, Delft 

20 min 

Sarah* Individual experience Inter IKEA Systems B.V. The 

Concept Centre, Delft 

20 min 

Table 3 The list of the interviewees under their assigned fictional names 

*Fictional names are used to present the interviewees to make the findings more readable. 

 

 

A guideline is prepared for the semi- structured interviews to follow during the interviews. 

The purpose of the guideline was to make sure covering some main areas of interest that will 

help me understanding the concept. The guideline contained lead questions in case some 

participants were not as willing to share their thoughts and experiences as the others. In that 

case, I referred to the guideline and asked some of the questions there to make a flow of the 

conversation. Otherwise, I had follow-up questions depending on what they said and the 

interviews were very flexible. The guideline of the interview can be found on the appendix I.  

 

3.4.3 Observations 

 

Observation is monitoring a phenomenon in the field where it is applied with senses of the 

researcher and recording it for the scientific research (Creswell, 2013). Observation is handled 

with a specific focus of the research, emphasizing on the events that are relevant to the 

research problem (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Researcher acts like being in an inclusive team 
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(Bryman & Bell, 2011), however, his/her duty is only to observe what is happening in the 

environment, how are people working and their behaviors. The main advantage of field 

observations is the collection of original data in a natural setting (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010).  

 

Field observations is adopted for this research because catching the dynamics of social 

behavior in a most accurate way is possible through this method (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). 

Watching how people work in an ABW environment and seeing which work settings they 

move depending on their daily activities adds great value to my research. By observations, I 

got a chance to be a natural part of the environment. I walked around, looked at different 

workspaces at IoS, each working differently from the other. However, I haven’t documented 

the observations nor took field notes. I gained insights by seeing the environment and my 

observations gave me a flavor of the atmosphere.  

 

3.5 Ethical considerations 
 

Ethics are moral responsibilities the researcher has, which influences the research activities 

(Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Ethical issues should be considered during the process of 

planning and designing a qualitative study (Creswell, 2013). When an organization is 

involved in the research study, there should be an agreement in terms of the organization’s 

providing and protecting the rights of useful information, and researcher’s right to be 

independent on selecting the research area and not to be compelled to the areas organization 

wants to be researched (Saunders, et al., 2009). Before moving to the ethical considerations 

during the data collection, it is important to mention the ethical issues related to the 

organizational gatekeeper. Depending to an organizational gatekeeper to access the 

organizational data leads to consider significant amount of ethical issues connected to the 

research design and access (Saunders, et al., 2009).  

 

Ethical issues arising on the data collection stage, starts with the researcher’s moral 

responsibility on covering the social guidelines for research methods (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2010). The researcher should have the responsibility making sure the propriety of the research 

procedure (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). It is important to tell the purpose of the study to the 

participants before starting the study (Creswell, 2013). This is often provided with a consent 

form prepared to protect respondents’ rights on the study (Creswell, 2013). The form should 
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include the participants’ free right to answer the questions (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010), that 

no one is forced to answer any questions, the right to withdraw from the study until a given 

time and destroy of data after it is used. Reporting stage of data, the researcher should make 

sure the objective and honest reflection on the study (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). The 

researcher should present the data anonymously and by avoiding to side with participants 

(Creswell, 2013). As mentioned at the consent forms, the collected data should be destroyed 

after they are used for the study.  

 

For this study, the confidentiality of all IKEA’s sensitive data was guaranteed by a non-

disclosure agreement (NDA). Signing the NDA disclosed confidential information to me. It 

also secured all the data, whether it is oral, visual, written, digital or any other form, between 

the parties. In addition, a consent form was provided to each participant at the beginning of an 

interview. The consent forms covered that the respondents remain anonymous and the 

researcher will not reveal the identity of any respondent. The documentation of the interviews 

and how they will be destroyed after the use were also covered in the consent form, as the 

documentation in this research made by voice records. By signing the forms, interviewees 

agreed that their participations were voluntary and they could withdraw from participating 

until a given date. Nevertheless, consent forms caused some limitations during interviews. 

When I presented the consent forms to the interviewees and reminded that it is a process of 

formality to secure the confidentiality; some interviewees hold themselves back for a second 

and reminded themselves the sensitive information sharing. Therefore, I could observe that 

the answers were influenced for some participants and not critical as it would be if they were 

more relaxed without a consent form signed before the conversation.   

 

 

3.6 Data Analysis 
 

The process of data analysis includes organizing the data, coding and organizing themes, 

representing the data in figures, tables or discussion and interpretation (Creswell, 2013). It is 

not a distinct step; therefore, it may operate simultaneously during the research (Creswell, 

2013). In qualitative studies, the data analysis is mainly intuitive, explorative with the concept 

of “insight, intuition, and impression” (p.78), referred by Dey (1995), cited in Creswell (2013, 

p.182). Where ethnographers are likely to compile their field notes based on their own 
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impression of what they observed, interviewers are gathering a huge amount of transcripts of 

tape-recordings of their interviews (Corbin & Strauss, 2014). By using these techniques, 

analyzing the data collected through case studies involves searching for commonalities and 

differences between situations in cases (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010).  

 

Data reduction, data display and conclusion drawing are the stages of data analysis mentioned 

by Ghauri & Grønhaug (2010). Where data reduction refers to the process of selecting the 

data from field notes and interviews, data display is the organized collection of information to 

be able to take some analytical activities and draw conclusions from (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2010). According to Ghauri and Grønhaug (2010) the basis of qualitative data analysis is 

formed by these analytical activities before the interpretation. 

 

When categorizing the data, the researcher builds on a detailed description and develop 

themes further on (Creswell, 2013). Detailed description includes the researcher to describe 

what he/she observed. It has a key role in ethnographic and case studies (Creswell, 2013). The 

aim is to cluster the units of data as they represent a common or general phenomenon (Ghauri 

& Grønhaug, 2010). Naming and labeling can be used to handle the clusters (Ghauri & 

Grønhaug, 2010). The process of coding is inspection of data collected in qualitative studies 

and an important step on the figuring out and generating theory (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). 

It involves accumulating the text or visual data into categories and looking for evidence from 

various databases for the code to be used in the study (Creswell, 2013). There are three types 

of coding and they are tracing back to the grounded theory approach: open coding, axial 

coding and selective coding (Corbin & Strauss, 2014). For this research, only open and axial 

coding were referred, therefore selective coding will not be mentioned. 

 

Open coding is required for concept identification and it is defined by Corbin & Strauss 

(1990, p.61) as “a process of breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing and 

categorizing data” cited in Ghauri & Grønhaug (2010, p.201). Open coding is selected to 

implement for the data analysis of this case study because “[…] the process of open coding is 

exploratory and leading to the concept identification […]” (Corbin & Strauss, 2014, p.xx). 

After completing the process of coding, the created concepts are classified into categories 

(Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). 
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Open coding was applied after all the interviews were finished. Notes were refined from each 

documentation and I created simplified documents for each interview which included only 

relevant content. This first step helped reducing the data. Then, I identified some 

commonalities between the findings, which are certain issues repeated by several participants. 

Those repetitions formed the contents which were clustered to create the themes. The 

relationships between the themes then formed the central concepts. The ‘bottom-up’ approach 

of categorizing the findings can be seen in Figure 5. 

 

 

 

Figure 5 Thematic framework of the data 

 

As mentioned before, I used an abductive approach; which means that I was informed through 

concepts of space theory but the themes were mainly developed from the empirical data. The 

thematic framework (Figure 5) shows the emerging themes from the data. The themes 

emerged from contents or statements that the informants repeatedly mentioned in certain 

context. For example, during the semi-structured interviews, several participants mentioned 
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space in terms of square meters, desks being empty because employees are either travelling or 

in meetings, and the need of efficiency at the office. These three contents were mentioned to 

explain the growth factor in the company to give a reasoning to ABW. The rest of the themes 

were formed from the same logic.  

 

This framework (Figure 5) is just a data structure and not merged with the theory. It forms the 

basis of my discussion and I will draw on these themes on the empirical data analysis and 

discussion sections (Chapter 4 and 5).  

 

Axial coding is referred when the analysis of data is made for context (Corbin & Strauss, 

2014). The researcher asks questions and compares the data to form a diagram where they 

locate and link the sub-concepts (Corbin & Strauss, 2014). Axial coding is “a set of 

procedures whereby data are put back together in new ways after open coding, by making 

connections between categories (Corbin & Strauss, 1990, p.96, cited in Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2010, p.201). Axial coding gives conceptual meaning to the actions by categorized groups 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2014), as the data collection is made through different sets of employees.  

 

Axial coding was referred when examining both the theoretical frameworks and the themes I 

categorized. When I studied the themes emerged from findings and referred back to theory, I 

could see some relations between and some gaps which are not covered in the literature.  

 

As this qualitative study is not having an inductive approach but an abductive approach, the 

theory development with the analysis of data is not applicable. Therefore, the unit of analysis 

doesn’t have to be specified, instead data is only categorized on the ground of its logical 

meaning and being independent (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). What is common in qualitative 

research, supported by the explorative nature of this study, is the initial categories and codes 

can be refined and developed during the process of research (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). 

Thus both open and axial coding helped me to follow a ‘bottom-up’ approach when refining 

and clustering data under the themes in logical term. The interpretation then made through the 

themes as a first step of analysis.  

 

3.7 Quality Criteria 
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Reliability and validity are critical quality criteria in evaluating a qualitative study, because as 

it is in quantitative studies, measuring the validity is not an option (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

Maxwell (1992) mentioned that validity in qualitative studies is not dependent to the data or 

methods, it is dependent to the accounts. In Angen’s (2000) words validation is “a judgement 

of the trustworthiness or goodness of a piece of research” (p.387) (Creswell, 2013). As 

writing about validity is very challenging on qualitative studies (Creswell & Miller, 2000), it 

is important to figure out which type of validity terminology fits with the type of study 

(Maxwell, 1992). Denzin and Lincoln (2011) emphasize on constructivism when proposing 

alternatives to quantitative validity as trustworthiness and authenticity, by referring to Lincoln 

and Guba (1985). Trustworthiness is stated as a criterion to be addressed when the approach is 

constructivist in interpretive case studies by Denzin and Lincoln (2011). Guba and Lincoln 

(1989) propose authenticity by means of validity in qualitative research, especially with the 

outcomes of constructivist approach.  

 

As this research is a qualitative study with a constructivist approach, the findings gathered by 

interviews are expressive and open for interpretation. Therefore, evaluating the study with 

quantitative criteria is not applicable. The findings of this research are unique to this 

explorative case study and if this study would be handled again, the findings will most likely 

to be different. As suggested by Denzin and Lincoln (2011) trustworthiness and authenticity 

were chosen to evaluate this study. 

 

3.7.1 Authenticity 

 

Authenticity is referred to evaluate a constructivist research in terms of its genuineness, 

persuasiveness and trustworthiness (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Authenticity criteria includes; 

fairness, catalytic authenticity, tactical authenticity, ontological authenticity and educational 

authenticity (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). For this research, catalytic and tactical authenticity are 

not taken into consideration because the purpose is not to encourage participants on taking an 

action or influence them to make a decision. In contrast, the aim is to explore their experience 

of the current situation without interfering. The following sections are explaining fairness, 

ontological and educational authenticity in context of this research. 

 

Fairness 
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Fairness in authenticity represents the quality of balance (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). That 

means, all the participants inputs in terms of their thoughts, feelings, expressions about the 

phenomenon are reflected in the text equally; without excluding any participants’ voice. By 

fairness, the researcher allows readers to refer all participants’ views on the research topic by 

avoiding to state the dominance of one particular view (Lincoln, 2001).  

 

As I had very limited information about ABW and implementation of the concept at IKEA; 

my approach was constantly explorative. I had no biased opinions about the phenomenon. 

Therefore, my interaction with the interviewees aimed to gather all their feelings and thoughts 

about the change in the workspace to interpret their experience. All interviewees’ inputs were 

handled equally and reflected as empirical data to be considered in the discussion. 

 

Ontological and educational authenticity 

Ontological and educational authenticity are designed to present participants’ awareness that 

they were contacted for interview for a purpose (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011) as well their 

awareness around the experiences they had about the phenomenon which they were asked to 

share with the researcher (Lincoln, 2001). The participants’ engagement levels to the research 

topic raise their awareness (Lincoln, 2001). Ontological authenticity also reflects the 

participants’ awareness of their capacity to engage in a particular social study (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2011).  

 

This study helps raising awareness of the reality behind the experience of ABW from a social 

perspective. The company will get to see what is happening from the employees’ side and the 

real thoughts and experiences behind the change. The participants were aware of why they 

were contributing to this study and how they were involved. They shared their experiences of 

the workspace change considering their level of engagement to the process, and to the study. 

 

3.7.2 Trustworthiness 

 

Trustworthiness is the other criteria for qualitative terms instead of the positivist concerns of 

validity (Olesen, 2007). Trustworthiness is about how to convince the readers that the 

findings are worth considering and trusted (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Guba and Lincoln (1989) 

state that trustworthiness includes credibility, transferability, dependability and 
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confirmability. Except dependability, all the other criteria are applicable for this study. 

Dependability is excluded because it is suitable for quantitative inquires and it concerns with 

the internal validity (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

 

Credibility 

According to Maxwell (1992), qualitative researchers agree on the fact that participants, 

situations, phenomenon or activity involved in the study can’t be all equally useful or 

credible. Therefore, to discriminate each account’s credibility, researchers don’t only refer to 

the internal relevance of a single account, but the relationship with the account and something 

external to it (Maxwell, 1992). Credibility criteria assures the feasibility of the research topic 

and its accurate reflection (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The social reality of the phenomenon can 

be understandable under the criteria of credibility (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Credibility also 

ensures the internal rationality of the phenomenon, whether it is logical and believable 

(Lincoln, 2001). Different stakeholder of the research can be the judges of evaluating the 

coherence of research. In this research, the concept of ABW is studied under the 

organizational context of IKEA and as an external researcher at IKEA, each step is taken by 

referring to the organizational documents to ensure the meanings. Creswell & Miller (2000) 

propose thick, rich description as a credibility criteria. Thick, rich description stands for 

describing the study environment, participants, and the concepts of the qualitative study in 

rich detail (Creswell & Miller, 2000). The purpose is to make the readers feel like they 

experienced or can experience the events described in the study (Creswell & Miller, 2000). In 

this manner, credibility is established by narrating the case study in detail to make it easy for 

readers to find coherent. 

 

Transferability  

Transferability stands for external validity within qualitative criteria which shows the 

possibility of the conclusions to be referred in another organizational site  (Lincoln, 2001). 

Guba and Lincoln (1985) state that transferring the findings to another site or context, or 

keeping them in the same context but in a different time is an empirical matter. Thick 

description mentioned by Creswell and Miller (2000) is applicable under the transferability. 

Guba and Lincoln (1985) suggest that a rich description of the study and the findings helps 

readers to criticize whether the study is transferable or not. Regarding that, the details of the 
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case study, given time period, the situations of the locations of case company and the 

narrations of interviewees were given in detail when explaining the research design.  

 

Confirmability 

Confirmability concerns making sure that the researcher holds an objective perspective while 

conducting the research (Bryman & Bell, 2011).Guba and Lincoln (1985) suggest that the 

researcher should be objective to provide credibility of the study. the As I am a student 

researcher and not employed by IKEA, I had no biased insights around the phenomenon in the 

organizational context. During the interviews, I held my position as an outsider and had no 

subjective reactions to the interviewees’ reflections about the topic. 

4 Empirical data 
 

 

The findings from thirteen interviews are presented in this chapter under three main concepts 

containing certain themes. The findings were studied with a ‘bottom up’ approach, as they 

were grouped first by what context they were referred to. As the themes emerged from the 

groups of findings, the common grounds of themes led to the main concepts. The main 

concepts were engaged with Lefebvre’s (1991) spatial model, explained in Chapter 2.1. 

 

 

From the interviews with IKEA coworkers, two different types of narrations appeared: 

organizational view and individual experience. The narrations revealed findings from two 

different perspectives and several themes to analyze considering the two perspectives. To 

highlight that different glasses can be worn looking at the same topic, the perspectives of both 

organizational view and individual experience are stated under each theme. Both groups 

contextualized the lived experience in two different point of views; where organizational view 

was narrated by coworkers who were responsible from the implementation of ABW, and 

individual experience was narrated by coworkers who work in an ABW environment.  

The framework of concepts and themes is presented in Chapter 3.6, Figure 5. 

The analysis of themes is about the lived experience of ABW in employees’ everyday life 

through space. Besides reflecting on individual experiences of the changing environment at 

IKEA, I framed the transformed environments at the workspace as spheres of space, referring 

to Lefebvre’s (1991) spatial triad. The narrations of employees’ daily work environments 
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were analyzed through the lens of Lefebvre (1991)’s spatial triad; physical, mental, social 

space. 

 

4.1 Driving factors of a new workspace 

 

The concept emerged mainly from the narrations of an organizational view where coworkers 

explained the reasoning of transformation on behalf of the organization. The interviewees 

who explained the ABW environment from their individual experience also mentioned why 

they think the company attempted to change their workspace to an ABW setting. Both 

narrations were explaining how the implementation of new workspace was or will be, 

depending on which stage their site is. The interviewees who were the ones that were 

responsible for the process of change, talked more about the rationale of moving to ABW and 

their plans. The themes under the driving factors emerged as growth, need of flexibility and 

reflection of culture in the workplace. 

The driving factors can be interpreted as mental space from Lefebvre (1991). The following 

sub-chapters present how growth, cultural fit and flexibility trigger the organization to take an 

action towards ABW. Taking the theoretical view, these themes can be seen as examples of 

knowledge, strategies, or sense-making (Hernes, 2004), under the idea of mental/ conceived 

space (Lefebvre, 1991). By referring to the collected data, IKEA relies on certain factors to 

move towards ABW, and aims to visualize a space which conceptualizes the driving factors.  

 

4.1.1      Growth  

 

From the discussions with the interviewees around the driving factors towards the new office 

environment; growth was quite repetitive and some concepts related to growth appeared to be 

the common ground in everyone’s thought. These repeating reasoning of growth and the need 

of a workspace solution were based on the issue of empty desks, lack of square meters and 

inefficient use of workspace.  

 

As a responsible person from the change process, Chris (Delft) explained the two main 

triggers of transforming to a new workspace and one of them was related to the lack of space, 

as they were growing. The second trigger is covered under the following theme; culture. It has 

been a year of working in an ABW environment in Delft and Chris mentioned that the space 
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was half the size before. Eventually the need of more space due to growth resulted in 

extending the building. Chris explained that to boost the efficiency with the increased amount 

of space, they adopted a new way of working. Chris also pointed to the problem of empty 

desks. He said that many employees’ tasks require a lot of travelling and they end up staying a 

lot of time away from their desk. He mentioned that this is not efficient both from cost and 

sustainability perspective.  

 

Peter (Älmhult) emphasized the problem of lack of physical space as well. He pointed that 

IKEA is growing fast and in the current situation there are too many people on a too small 

space. Peter believed that ABW makes sense from cost and resource efficiency perspective. 

He mentioned the cost-side of the problem besides the overcrowd in the building. He said that 

when they have counted, there are only about 20-30% of the coworkers who are sitting on 

their desk, because the rest is either travelling or in the meetings. He thought that there is an 

opportunity for the company to reduce the cost; and ABW created a foundation for that. 

According to Peter, ABW could be beneficial “to reduce the costs and sort of be more 

efficient, on paper anyhow”. However, he took a critical perspective towards evaluating the 

reality of ABW and the effects on individuals. 

 

Mark (Älmhult) mentioned that there will be no new office space for the next 3,5 years but 

there will be many new employees at IKEA. Therefore, there is a need of solution to learn 

how to work with the current space, according to Mark. He pointed that even though there 

was a huge amount of space, they tend to keep their relationship to their desk; and now they 

need to break that.  

 

Daniel (Hubhult) mentioned that they already had a solution to the lack of space problem by 

introducing flexible desks before they moved to their new location. In that semi-traditional 

setting, everyone was assigned to an area in the building, so the change to ABW was not that 

extreme, according to him. In addition, Daniel (Hubhult) explained that when they moved to 

their new building, ABW was not the primary project to be introduced. Because the initial 

plan was just to build a larger version of the old building. He said that they realized, in the 

early stage, that it would be very expensive and not a long-term solution to their space 

problem. That is how they came up with ABW while they were looking for alternative 
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solution. From a space efficiency point of view, ABW was a perfect solution, coming up with 

other benefits; such as cultural fit, according to Daniel (Hubhult).  

 

When looking at the interviews from rest of the coworkers who have explained their 

individual experiences, and talk more behalf of themselves; it was clear to see their 

assumptions of driving factors being similar to the interviewees who speak more behalf of the 

organization. Tina (Älmhult) believed the lack of space issue is a practical reason to 

implement ABW; but also, to create a better environment, increase collaboration, flexibility, 

effectiveness and efficiency in the workspace. Linda (Älmhult) also thought the need of space 

optimization as the main driving factor of ABW and she gave the example of struggling to 

find a conference or meeting rooms in the old setup. With the ABW environment 

implemented in their department, she could take a spot in their department for meetings 

spontaneously. Amy (Älmhult) mentioned company growth and lack of space as driving 

factors of ABW as well. Carolina (Delft) touched on the consideration of cost issue in the 

physical workspace by mentioning people are travelling and working time and place flexible. 

Sarah (Delft) as well believed the concern of space efficiency as a driving factor of ABW. 

She thinks lots of desks are usually empty which interferes the cost and efficiency matters. 

Overall, we can see that most of the narrations covering individual experiences and 

organizational views have a common ground in driving factors as the company growth, lack 

of space and efficiency. 

 

Removing the personal desks to make more efficient use of current space, creating space 

efficiency due to the company growth are attempts to show flexible usage of space. 

Wasserman (2011) states the physical/ perceived space is the materialized reflection of 

conceptualized organization of space. Growth as first driving factor of ABW is a triggering 

cue (Hernes, 2004) to mental space. 

 

 

 

4.1.2      Cultural fit 

 

Many interviewees emphasized the compatibility between the IKEA culture and the concept 

of ABW as they both value togetherness and collaboration. During the interviews, it became 
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clear that the interviewees were referring to their corporate culture naturally, without me 

asking for it; when they were explaining the characteristics of the new way of working. The 

theme of cultural fit emerged as the interviewees referred to the coherence between the 

promises of ABW and the IKEA culture. 

  

Chris (Delft) explained the two main triggers of transforming to a new workspace as one of 

them is the growth and lack of space, which mentioned under the previous theme; and the 

second one is the organizational change in a global setting taking place at the same time as 

they planned to build an extension. Chris (Delft) explained as there had been some company 

acquirements, so Delft and Älmhult sites met under the same roof of Inter IKEA Group. With 

this organizational change, it was aimed for a better and more efficient collaboration between 

the IKEA sites met under the same roof. Chris (Delft) said, “we needed to build the office in 

the way that serves this change in the work and helps us collaborate more”. As it happened at 

the same time with the extension plans of the building; changing the way of working would 

make people to work more efficiently parallel to the change in the structure. With ABW 

environment, meeting more and more people from other departments seemed to have better 

effects on the way of working, according to Chris (Delft). He pointed that as a result, the new 

office environment is meeting the needs of IKEA. This glimpses the effect of culture in the 

office space. 

 

In addition, Chris (Delft) thought that it was a great opportunity for them to connect the 

solutions for problems at the workspace to their culture and values.  He meant that the 

solution of ABW was a perfect fit to their culture because he believed that workplace reflects 

a lot to the values and culture, with both the things work well and not work well. For him, the 

new setup reflects simplicity and togetherness, which are parts of IKEA culture, and it was a 

great opportunity to force the cultural considerations to come up to the surface. He stated that 

it is easy to walk around and say that ‘we are so good with our culture and values’; however, 

transforming the workspace and moving to a new way of working requires adapting and 

showing certain virtues in context. He even asked the question of “how can we use this way 

of working to drive our culture and values?”. It was obvious that corporate culture is centrally 

considered in implementation of new workspace in Delft, and Chris (Delft) mentioned that 

they are trying to avoid conflict with the meanings of culture and values during 

implementation. For example, they are not pointing out rules and policies around the new way 
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of working; because it is not appreciated in the IKEA culture to expose restrictions with rules 

and policies to the coworkers. He said that if they ask for policies, telling people how to 

behave wouldn’t reflect their values. During the interview, he tended to link the workspace 

solutions to IKEA culture and values.  

 

Daniel (Hubhult) pointed on culture when he was explaining the aim of ABW, besides space 

utilization. When they were looking at the implementation of ABW, they realized the very 

strong connection with IKEA culture and values with this way of working. Because within the 

concept of ABW, togetherness and collaboration are the core, which are also core in IKEA 

culture, according to Daniel (Hubhult). He mentioned that they struggled most with the size of 

the building, which is very big and as a result everyone had spread out. Because of that, 

closeness to one’s team is quite challenging to catch; therefore, Daniel (Hubhult) pointed that 

they needed to enhance across border collaboration. He added that when they changed the 

workplace, it became obvious to challenge the team spirit if it is not already rooted in the 

team. He thought with the new setting where the team is not sitting on the same desks but 

spread out in the building, it requires an effort to get them together and still be catching the 

team spirit. 

 

Cultural norms and values of IKEA fits well with the social benefits of ABW. ‘Organizational 

culture’ is mentioned as one of the themes mental space involves (Hernes, 2004). Mental 

space is created by architects (Lefebvre, 1991) and managers, in organizational cases 

(Wasserman, 2011), to visualize the brand value, organizational culture, identity and so on. In 

this case, it is clearly observed through the narrations that cultural fit is taken as a driving 

factor to change the workspace, and to activate the cultural mindset to employees’ everyday 

physical environment. 

 

 

 

4.1.3       Flexibility 

 

Several interviewees mentioned flexibility as how they need to be working at IKEA. The 

interviewees from Delft and Älmhult, who were responsible from the implementation process 

stated clearly that they adopted their own version of ABW as ‘need-based working’ by 
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considering the needs of company, way of working and employees. Flexibility appeared to be 

a common recognition as a driving factor of ABW.  

 

As a responsible person from the change process, Chris (Delft) mentioned the triggers of 

ABW as the need of a change and upgrade in how they work, because the old way of working 

didn’t support certain kinds of activities; mainly the collaboration, internal and external, and 

the need of working more together than before. The decision was made by asking people what 

they need, what they want and what would make them happier in the workspace. Chris (Delft) 

highlights that this was not only a management decision. By using coworkers’ input on the 

workspace project, and reflecting back and forth continuously, they involved everyone on the 

process from the beginning in Delft. Chris (Delft) said: “The aim is to create a space that 

would help and inspire us to perform higher and support the learning organization. We also 

wanted to challenge our way of working. When we look at the IKEA history, most working 

habits was about working in silos. With the new setup, we wanted to challenge this and break 

the borders”. Considering the needs of employees and challenge their way of working led 

Delft to take a flexible approach towards ABW which is called ‘need-based working’. Chris 

(Delft) explained that they didn’t prefer to use ‘activity-based working (ABW)’ wording 

because it has negative connotation from other companies’ experiences and published articles.   

He pointed the other reason of not calling it ABW was having Hubhult ahead of Delft in the 

process and taking them as an example. He mentioned that they looked a lot to what have 

been done in Hubhult, learned from their mistakes and his own terms ‘stole with pride’ the 

things that have been done right. Carolina (Delft) told how the idea of ABW reached to their 

site, supporting Chris’s view: “Another site started the idea, and we decided to take our own 

democratic approach”. Carolina (Delft) had clear thoughts about how ‘need-based working’ 

should be implemented in their organization. She pointed that every department experiences 

the change in a different way. “If one department’s work doesn’t require moving around but 

always being on their desk; then there is no point in that department to practice this new way 

of working. For example; a coworker has a task that he/she needs to be found easily by other 

coworkers, then he/she must sit on the same desk every day” (Carolina). Carolina (Delft) 

focused on the importance of being realistic and rational during the implementation of ABW, 

which is why they are calling it ‘need-based working’. 
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All participants who are having an organization view on their narrations, Chris (Delft), Mark 

(Älmhult), Kate (Älmhult), and Ella (Älmhult), mentioned ABW in their own terms which is 

“need-based working”. Kate (Älmhult) explained the reasoning behind why they don’t use 

‘activity-based working (ABW)’ wording, with the same reason as Chris (Delft); because it 

has negative connotation from other companies’ experiences and published articles.  

 

The ‘need-based working’ is elaborated by Chris (Delft) with the reasoning of their 

implementation. He told that they get the inspiration of what is happening from outside world 

and create their own IKEA version; to better meet the needs they have. Chris (Delft) gave an 

example to clarify: “Daily needs steer people to find a spot in this working environment. For 

example, a department whose work is only done by sitting on a desk with screens; it doesn’t 

make sense for them to move to ‘activity-based’ setting. This is one of the reasons we call it 

‘need-based’”. “If sitting on the same desk is what you need to be productive, then you sit on 

the same desk every day, we call it is your need. No one is forbidden to do anything, we just 

do our best to inspire people to use the opportunities of ‘need-based’ working” (Chris). He 

mentioned that they wanted to avoid creating rules, policies or frameworks. They just wanted 

to create what is needed with the new workspace and it is up to coworkers to use the space in 

the way they want. Chris (Delft) said that they didn’t want to have a policy environment, but 

rather stated as “this is your space, my and our space and you do what you want”. For 

everyone on board to implement the new way of working, Chris (Delft) mentioned that it was 

about meeting the needs of many, with the cost of personal desk. 

 

Ella (Älmhult) stated that they don’t believe one-size fits all approach and they don’t want to 

copy whatever is implemented somewhere else, such as Delft or Hubhult. She said that they 

believe they are unique and have special needs in Älmhult as they work with range and 

product development. Therefore, they detected the needs of different individuals in each 

department and Ella (Älmhult) thought they must do the new workspace in ‘need based 

working’. She said that it will be very customized. She added that the current space actually 

looks like an ordinary insurance company, whereas it should be inspiring others and offer 

flexibility in how they work. Ella (Älmhult) mentioned being more efficient in the way of 

collaborating as one of the reasons to change the physical workspace. For her, ABW is not 

space utilization alone, it’s also about having the opportunities to facilitate working together. 
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She brought up the question “how can we work more efficient by working closer to the other 

departments?” (Ella).  

 

Mark (Älmhult) mentioned that meeting the different needs of different coworkers requires 

wider choice of workspace solutions, which is what they aim with ‘need-based working’ in 

Älmhult. He stated that they are implementing ABW in their own terms, where they try to 

offer variety of solutions in the building, so people can get the advantages. According to Mark 

(Älmhult), people should match their working needs with the workspace, therefore the 

building should to be very flexible to support everyone’s needs. He explained that there are 

change agents from each department to help their coworkers to go through the transition. He 

wanted the practicalities of each department’s space depend on them, so each department 

should sort out how to make best use of the space themselves. For Mark (Älmhult), this is a 

good way to increase the amount of engagement and involvement.  

 

Kate (Älmhult) stated ABW in their own terms as “working in a flexible way with different 

areas for different needs”. As people in the building having different tasks, the need to meet 

with people from different areas needs more support by the workplace. The ambition of ‘need 

based working’ for Kate (Älmhult) is “to find a way that our workspaces are setup to support 

the new way of working, to continue to change people’s behavior”. She emphasized the 

understanding of what it means to work flexible in IKEA. She pointed that each person has 

different needs and it is important for everyone to be aware of their needs and manage leading 

themselves efficiently. She thought ‘need based working’ offers a flexible workspace solution 

and everyone should think what is best for them and use the opportunities of the new 

workspace instead of the loss of desks. She added that encouraging collaboration throughout 

different business functions as a driving factor to growth. 

 

The triggering factors of transforming to a new workspace stated by others narrated their 

individual experiences under flexibility is as following. Sarah (Delft) thought ABW is 

implemented to encourage openness, flexibility and freedom. Amy (Älmhult) pointed out the 

possible effect of raising trends in flexible workspaces in the transformation. Lily (Älmhult) 

from Älmhult thought that the future has lots of flexible working environments and that’s the 

trigger for them to move ABW, also the desire to have flexible workplace products in their 

range. 
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An organizational benefit Chris (Delft) would expect is a working set-up built around 

interdependency. He believed everyone needs each other and together people can create 

something meaningful; he hoped that this would be their main benefit from need-based 

working. Carolina (Delft) mentioned breaking down the silos as an expected benefit from this 

new setting. She said that workspace is contributing to how people connect. For her, the idea 

of need-based working is enhancing connectivity between coworkers. She also mentioned 

other benefits as increasing vibe and energy, supporting the leadership and better teamwork.  

 

A realistic approach was taken by Peter (Älmhult) when evaluating the ABW set-up. 

Whenever the wording ‘ABW’ came up during the interview, he was reflecting that instead of 

talking ABW, this issue is more of a question of ‘need-based working’. He thought that they 

should call it ‘need-based’ to serve the different needs of different departments. He pointed 

that if choosing a place to sit, storing everything you have in a locker and walking around 

with your laptop is not sufficient for a coworker; then they shouldn’t do it and need to have 

their own desks. That’s what need-based should serve for, according to Peter (Älmhult). He 

mentioned that lots of people in the building at Älmhult are working in a very flexible way. 

Therefore, he stated that need-based can be the best solution, so people can decide whether it 

fits their needs or not; so, they can adapt whichever way of working is best for them. 

 

When we were talking about needs in terms of space within the ABW setting and how it can 

be allocated to coworkers, Peter (Älmhult) explained that some people need spaces that they 

feel better, feel like home and personal, which makes them perform better. “If you are such a 

person, why should you then not be allowed to have pictures of your children or your dog on 

the desk, what is the problem?” (Peter). According to Peter (Älmhult), people should feel 

happy going to work, and if the pictures hung on their desks are making them happy, why 

take it away from them. He points that the need of a permanent desk can be very personal, 

however the work task of that person does not require a permanent desk; then that person is 

not allowed to have. For Peter (Älmhult), this doesn’t make any sense because any type of 

working way, whether ABW or something else, should be motivating people. Peter (Älmhult) 

emphasized the sensitivity of the issue where personal needs clash with the task requirements. 

For him, the main point should be motivation. The coworkers should not feel the pressure to 

like the system where they do not really like it. 
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Flexibility as a final driving factor is mentioned as an organizational need to reflect on with 

the new way of working. Flexible way of working can be achieved through physical changes 

followed by behaviors. It is a good example to Wasserman (2011)’s statement of Lefebvre’s 

(1991) the physical/ perceived space, is the materialized reflection of conceptualized 

organization of space. By designing their office in a flexible way, IKEA aims to integrate the 

idea and behavior of flexibility to their employees through the mental space. 

 

4.2 Experience of change in the workspace 

The interviewees who were talking on behalf of themselves had reflected their experience 

moving to the new working environment. Almost all the interviewees had experienced the 

previous office set-up at IKEA before to change; therefore, had the opportunity to be able to 

evaluate in a before/ after perspective as well as the movement itself. Here, the purpose is not 

to cluster the experiences as positive or negative, but to bring up different levels of awareness.  

The experiences were divided as physical and behavioral experiences. Physical experiences 

display the practicalities of moving to a new workspace and behavioral experiences display 

the reflections to moving to a new workspace. 

As the experience of change in the workspace is divided into two themes of physical and 

behavioral; the space narrated in these themes are physical/ perceived space and social/ lived 

space.  

 

4.2.1      Practicalities of moving to a new workspace –physical 

All interviewees mentioned the physical changes occurred with the new way of working, and 

how did the practicalities affect them. The coworkers whose narration were by individual 

experiences shared their direct thoughts about changing practicalities. The other coworkers 

who were responsible from the change process were telling where they stood when the 

practicalities became an issue for other coworkers. The practicalities were mentioned mostly 

as the elimination of personal desks, storage space, different work areas and level of noise. 

 

Tina (Älmhult) pointed that she likes to have different options in the working area. She 

thought having different areas is advantageous because it serves most of the needs. She 

mentioned that choosing where to sit based on their needs creates a good attitude at work in a 
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different way. Tom (Älmhult) also mentioned that he likes to have options and the new 

workplace is adapted to different tasks. He pointed out what he values most in an office as 

flexibility and having several options. 

 

Several interviewees mentioned that when the new way of working was introduced, many 

coworkers’ first reactions were ‘what happens to my desk?’ and ‘why do I have to move 

every day?’. Chris (Delft) mentioned that they spent lots of time explaining what are the 

benefits behind abandoning personal desks. He said that for the coworkers, letting go of the 

desks was the hardest issue in the physical workspace change. Mark (Älmhult) explained 

taking away the personal desks will be applied without any exceptions. He said that 

everybody should play this game since they are in this together. He said that a person can go 

and sit on the same desk every day, but that doesn’t mean he/she owns the desk. The day that 

person is not at work, the desk will be available to someone else since they have a clean desk 

policy, mentioned Mark (Älmhult). “Just like when you leave a meeting room you take your 

stuff with you […], that is the norm. It is not your personal meeting room. Even though you 

spend 80% of your time in meetings, you don’t have your own meeting rooms” (Mark). He 

stated that people understand the reasoning where they don’t have a personal meeting room 

but under the same circumstances, they don’t understand why they can’t have a personal desk. 

 

Linda (Älmhult) stated that not having a permanent desk adds up to your daily tasks the need 

of taking a decision every day of where to sit. She mentioned this as an additional task to 

think about every day maybe more than once. According to Peter (Älmhult), coworkers would 

like to be in circumstances and work conditions where they can work easily with other people. 

In addition, most people like to work with some people more than they like to work with 

others; and they tend to stick to people they like to work together. Peter mentioned that ABW 

disrupts this situation and where you pick the spot you want to work, you may end up sitting 

with people you don’t work well with. This includes getting distracted by person next to you 

eating noisy, being messy or anything that annoys you, according to Peter (Älmhult).  

 

Linda (Älmhult) mentioned their hesitations as a department before the change took place. 

She said that they were worried about the storage space they will get and how they will fit 

everything. Eventually, they realized that they don’t need all the stuff they saved. Amy 

(Älmhult) mentioned the same aspect in her interview. In addition, Carolina (Delft) 
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mentioned this as a positive side of changing to a new setting that people can now abandon 

the unnecessary stuff they tend to keep when they have space.  

 

When Tina (Älmhult) thought about daily working rituals in terms of practicalities, she 

mentioned that before people were also working and changing spot according to their needs. 

Tina (Älmhult) stated “If people needed to concentrate, they would go to a quite area, 

somewhere else in the building. Now the difference is we have it in our area”.  

 

Besides the rest of the practical issues, some interviewees felt like this change is an 

opportunity for them to try out different needs themselves to deliver for their customers on an 

organizational level. They were realized as IoS, they have very different needs from the other 

sites in terms of the work they do and the workspace. Lily (Älmhult) mentioned the benefit 

she got from experiencing the setting they will plan to deliver for their customers. Here I 

could see that the business strategy and the experience of workspace is on the same level at a 

certain point. 

 

The physicality and how employees experience practicalities of moving to a new workspace 

reveal the material practices (Lefebvre, 1991) of changing space. From the narrations, it is 

clearly observed that the nature of new space, which is the physical space from Lefebvre’s 

(1991) lens, is perceived differently by different individuals. The following sub-chapter is 

connected to this physical space; because there, the behavioral experience of the same 

physical space is revealed. 

 

4.2.2      Reactions to moving to a new workspace –behavioral 

 

The interviewees reflected their reactions to the practical changes in the workspace and how it 

affected them. The outcome was mostly the personalization/personal space, disturbed 

concentration and anonymity all caused by the practicalities.  

 

Within the practicalities of changing to a new workspace, the most repetitive concept was the 

elimination of desk ownership. This issue of desk ownership had caused reactions around 

privacy issues, personalization, distraction, anonymity and the team spirit. With the change in 

the office setting and eliminating the personal desks; Tina (Älmhult) mentioned that she is 
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trying to get used to the anonymity which was the issue she was mostly bothered with. She 

stated that anonymity in the office is another way to create relation with the work and 

everyone just needs to get used to it. Linda (Älmhult) mentioned about the disturbance from 

anonymity as well. She said that when they are in ABW setting, she didn’t think that they are 

easily connected to everyone as they want because of the anonymity. As a reaction to 

elimination of personal desks. Carolina (Delft) pointed the issue of anonymity as a drawback 

of ABW. She brought up the need of a solution to the issue of not finding coworkers easily.  

 

Tina (Älmhult) reacted lacking the spirit of their department and she was missing a bit of a 

chaos and lively atmosphere. When the setting was introduced, the permanent desks were 

eliminated, Tom’s (Älmhult) main reaction was towards why they had to move their spots 

every day. The new set-up made him go sit on the same spot everyday but then he wanted to 

play with the setting and decided to change his desk every day as an accepting approach to the 

changing desk setting.  

 

For Peter (Älmhult), ABW setting was quite limiting on serving the personal needs, from 

space and ergonomic perspective. He thought that when coming to the workplace, finding a 

place to sit and adjusting the seat and the desk for personal needs, which never gets right is 

wasting an important amount of time and energy. He even mentioned the cleanliness factor, 

because no one knows who was sitting on that desk before and if that person had a flu, 

therefore you need to clean the area and wipe the keyboard, for example. He pointed that 

there are lots of small details which makes ABW more complicated. 

 

Amy (Älmhult) and Tom (Älmhult) mentioned that the most disturbing thing in the new 

setting was the level of noise. Tom was very disturbed by talking on top of each other when 

they sit on the desk area and that everyone hears everything. Carolina (Delft) pointed the 

difficulty of concentration and the amount of distractions in the ABW setup, due to the level 

of noise and the open set-up. She pointed the confidentiality aspect, besides the personal 

privacy. She said when two people starts talking, they don’t know what that conversation will 

lead and sometimes it might lead to confidential topics; which she finds hard to handle in an 

activity based environment. 
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Lily (Älmhult) didn’t have the chance to experience the old setup. When she joined the 

department, ABW was already implemented. First, she mentioned that she felt the workplace 

was repellent because she had never worked in such setting before. She was surprised that 

there is nothing personal around. The fact that she had her photos ready to put up on her desk 

ended up as quite a disappointment. Eventually, she thought she adapted quite fast and 

changing desk every day makes her feel like working in a new place every day, which is 

exciting. She had hesitations on people who are not using the given freedom of this way of 

working, by sitting on the same desk every day and not using e.g. sofa area. An inconvenient 

aspect for Lily (Älmhult) about this way of working was the desk area is so jammed and the 

desks are too close to each other. 

 

Daniel (Hubhult) pointed that the reactions would differ from department to department. He 

exemplified where one coming from a closed environment and a traditional setting might 

have more difficulties sitting in an open environment. This is valid especially when one works 

with confidential material. He mentioned that there were coworkers who got confused on how 

to work with confidentiality in an open setting without exposing the material. 

 

Tina (Älmhult) stated that in the old setting, she had her own desk with her personal items, 

which she referred as her ‘kingdom’.  With the new workspace and elimination of personal 

desks, she felt like she lost this privilege. Tom (Älmhult) mentioned that he personalized his 

desk with some photos before and he had a big corner desk. He said that he is sort of okay not 

having a private desk now. However, he mentioned that in the new set-up, the desks are too 

narrow to each other and they can’t have much of a personal space. He stated that when 

someone comes over to talk to him, six other people listen to the conversation unintentionally. 

This was the issue that made him miss his private desk. Linda (Älmhult) personalized her own 

desk before, but she also stated that she doesn’t miss it as much as she thought. Although, she 

said she values most having a proper desk, doesn’t matter she owns it or not.  

 

On the other hand, desk ownership and personal space were not as much important to some 

people as it was to other. Amy (Älmhult) mentioned that she never personalized her space 

even when she had her own permanent desk before. She even stated that she felt bad owning a 

personal desk, because she was never at her desk. Sarah (Delft) mentioned that it is a relief 

not having a personal desk. She valued most in a workspace to the open areas for group 
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discussions. She experienced this way of working feeling like freedom. However, she 

mentioned one of the drawbacks of this setup as the difficulty of finding people. Peter 

(Älmhult) as well pointed on the same issue. He had input on the convenience of being 

assigned to a desk, in terms of being found. He said that it is almost impossible to know 

whether one person is working or not, or if he/she is at the office or not. So, he pointed the 

problem of running around to be able to find people to have few words. 

 

The reactions of moving to a new workspace presents how office occupiers use the social 

space and how their actions shape the way the space is lived individually. The social space is 

formed by experiences (Taylor & Spicer, 2007; Lefebvre, 1991) when users understand and 

live the same physical space differently. Which is clearly seen within the narrations of 

experience of change in the workspace. Whereas one person is bothered from not having a 

personal desk anymore, the other one feels revealed from that. Both sides’ user behavior and 

their action towards the new application of not having personal desks anymore is completely 

different and dependent on their individual selves. 

 

4.3 Atmosphere & Attitudes 

 

This central concept emerged when interviewees were talking about the aftermath of the 

change in the physical workspace towards ABW. Here the interviewees from both 

organizational and individual perspective were mentioning how the atmosphere in the 

workspace feels like and how their behaviors and team spirit have changed with the new 

workspace. The themes under this concept are social environment, ‘habitual desks’ and 

change and resistance. 

 

The themes in this sub-chapter are specific case examples of Lefebvre’s (1991) social space. 

Human presence in the office, their characteristics and social relationships (Hernes, 2004) are 

determinative on how each of them live the social space differently. Social space, which is 

presented in this sub-chapter connects the identity at the workspace (Hernes, 2004). Social 

environment, ‘habitual desks’ and change and resistance are presenting the social spaces 

employees have lived throughout the change towards ABW. 
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4.3.1      Social environment 

Social environment was mentioned by several employees as affected factors from the new 

way of working. Within the social environment at the workspace, Chris (Delft) mentioned 

that the need of working from home changed with the new setting; because people can find 

the environment they need at the office now. Moreover, according to Chris (Delft), people are 

proud from where they work so they want to show it to their friends and family. To draw a 

thin line to the work and life balance in the office with the new workspace, he mentioned that 

they didn’t want to establish the homey feeling at work by the photos people hang on their 

desks. They wanted the homey feeling to be in the environment itself. This could be seen at 

the test area, as mentioned by Lily (Älmhult), at the sofa area she feels comfortable and feels 

like she works from home. Eventually, that sofa area introduced with the new workspace 

reduced the time she works from home.  

 

When Ella (Älmhult) talked about the social environment in the workplace in the ABW 

setting, she said “before I would only know the person sitting next to me very well; now I 

know everyone, but a little bit. In this setting you get to talk to more people”. Sarah (Delft) 

had similar thoughts about the changing social environment, maybe with different feelings. 

She said that she ends up sitting with someone she doesn’t talk often and they start talking 

just because they sit next to each other. She pointed that this way she knows everyone a little 

bit but then she misses getting into deeper relationships with colleagues.  

 

Linda (Älmhult) gave examples when talking about the change in the social environment with 

the new office set-up. She said that when you have a fixed desk, you always have the same 

colleagues around you for small talks. For example, on Fridays people tend to talk about their 

weekend plans with the colleagues sitting around and then on Monday, they catch up. She 

mentioned that she lost this kind of connection with her colleagues with this new setting. It is 

because people sitting around changes every day and she didn’t know how to keep the team 

feeling in this new setting. She thought that they need solutions on how to keep the team spirit 

when the team is not around you. 

 

For Amy (Älmhult), the situation Linda (Älmhult) explained was almost the other way 

around. Amy (Älmhult) mentioned that she had to create conversations artificially in the old 

setting with her neighbors. She said: “I like the organic conversations more. Now you start a 
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conversation with the person next to you and another one jumps to the topic randomly. 

Suddenly you end up having an interesting conversation. I think with this way, we can move 

the business forward in a way that wouldn’t happen in the old way of working” (Amy). 

 

Tom (Älmhult) said that his social environment has changed with the new setting and he talks 

to more people now. For Tina (Älmhult), the social environment had affected in the way that 

the group tends to stay in their area now for the fika breaks because of the sofa setting, instead 

of the common areas which they met before. 

 

Tina (Älmhult) mentioned how she felt about the change as mix of feelings and she brought 

up the team spirit. She felt like losing the team spirit with the new setting in their office. Tina 

(Älmhult) had a high interest on the atmosphere and energy in the office and it was one of her 

highest values in a workspace rather than physical things. For her, the atmosphere is clean and 

the setting may be efficient but it is not a lively space anymore. She said the space could have 

reflected more the real energy of IKEA, rather than looking gray and cold and as some regular 

bank offices.  

 

4.3.2      ‘Habitual desks’  

 

‘Habitual desks’ is a theme appeared from several people mentioning about the emerging 

habit of taking the same desk every day for different reasons. As one reason, Carolina (Delft) 

mentioned that the sense of belonging is crucial. Therefore, people wants to sit on similar 

spots each day in her opinion. Another reason seemed to be the convenience of finding 

coworkers. Linda (Älmhult) mentioned that it was easy to find a colleague in the old setting, 

because you would just go to their desk and see if that person was at work that day, e.g. by the 

jacket hanged on the chair. Linda (Älmhult) pointed that now no one knows if that person is at 

work or not and it is hard to find where someone is. One can be anywhere. She gave the 

information that they have tools for this situation, such as skype for business, but the fact that 

not many people are using that. As a solution to be found, Linda (Älmhult) told that she goes 

the same desk every day. The reason is not because she is resistant to change but because she 

wants to be found easily by others when they are looking for her. 

 

Linda (Älmhult) gave more insights about usage of desks. She clarified that there is one seat 

for each person but not one desk for each. She mentioned that many people are going to the 
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same desk every day. “Anyway 70% of the desks are empty on an ordinary day” (Linda). She 

said people are forced to go to other desks only if their regular desk is occupied. This was 

mentioned by Amy as well. She said that people who are having trouble not having a personal 

desk are now sitting on the same spot pretty much every day.  

 

Tom (Älmhult) revealed that he was sitting on the same desk at the beginning, but then he 

started to sort of playing with the setting and changing spot every day; which makes his 

colleagues get confused on his own terms.  

 

Lily (Älmhult) mentioned that people sitting on the same desk every day as a problem. She 

reflected her hesitation about sitting at certain desks, which became ‘habitual’. She said that it 

creates an issue when she sees an empty spot but that spot had been constantly occupied by a 

person which makes her hesitate to sit there. When a person is stick to the old habits, it affects 

the collective behavior, according to Lily (Älmhult). In her opinion, the ones who are “so-

called” open to change but persistent to sit on the same desk makes the ones who are really 

open to change become biased. Which she thought might result in going back to the old 

habits. 

 

 

4.3.3      Change and resistance  

 

As an impact of transforming the workspace, reflections around the process of change and 

feeling about the change were continually mentioned during the interviews, especially by the 

ones narrating their individual experiences. 

 

Tina (Älmhult) explained that there were some representatives of each function in their 

business and they had lots of meetings to share everyone’s feelings and opinions about ABW. 

She perceived that it was a matter of involvement. She also referred the softness of change 

due to the preparation time before. She said before the actual change, the meetings and 

workshops took a lot of time (8-9 months) so it was a smooth process of change to the new 

setting. She also thought 8 months was a good period to change people’s mindset. She 

mentioned about their change leader here. “The change leader had a really good effect on our 

change journey by leading the process internal in our department. The change leader was 

constantly gathering our opinions and supporting us as well as doing the follow up of the 
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process (Tina). In Tina’s (Älmhult) opinion, with the help of the change leader, everyone was 

trying to understand the purpose and find a balance during the change process.  

 

Linda (Älmhult) talked about the adaptation routines they had during the process of change. 

She mentioned that they had regular fikas to discuss how it works with the new setting and 

how it doesn’t work. She understood that in the beginning of those meetings, people were 

missing things connected to their old habits. After some time, people stopped missing them 

because they changed their behavior throughout the time, which was interesting to observe for 

Linda (Älmhult). Linda (Älmhult) emphasized the importance of having a change leader as 

well. She thought they were lucky to have a change leader; because of the extensive 

knowledge of the change leader in the process and the time he committed in this was very 

facilitating.  

 

Amy (Älmhult) explained the change process from her experience. She said that they were 

asked by the business leaders how they felt about the project and what their needs were before 

the change took place. She mentioned that they had many interesting workshops with their 

change leader. “It was really good that the workshops were held in small groups where 

everybody felt like they have their voice heard (Amy).” She pointed the contribution of 

coworkers to the workshops and mentioned it was important to say whatever someone feels 

about the process in the workshops, so the responsible ones can handle it in time. She also 

emphasized the amount of preparation they had throughout the process, around 5-6 months of 

talking and workshops and then the actual change took around 2 weeks. She believed the time 

they spent on workshops and discussions helped the change go smoother. Amy (Älmhult) told 

that their change leader was leading the workshops and he was always there for them in this 

process. If they had any complaints, they could easily go to him because he made himself 

very visible, Amy (Älmhult) added.  

 

Tom (Älmhult) mentioned the follow-up meetings they had after the change, which they don’t 

have anymore. According to Tom (Älmhult), their change leader helped a lot by keeping the 

process together and made them feel more involved as a coworker. He said their suggestions 

on what needed to be changed and what needed to be implemented were always heard by him. 

He added that they felt more involved, however there were still some coworkers who had a 

feeling that even they’re involved, their suggestions were not heard. 
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Lily (Älmhult), as a newly joined coworker, told that it is not easy to change a workplace, so 

each department needs ambassadors. She thought they still needed one even though they went 

through the process of change, due to the need of control and follow-up. She also mentioned 

that the new-comers should be informed and explained the recent change in workspace, to get 

the support and motivation to fit with the changing behavior.  

 

Daniel (Hubhult), explained their strategy towards ABW as a change journey itself. He 

informed me that Hubhult is the first site which implemented ABW. At the beginning, their 

implementation process was by going through managers alone. So, there were no generic 

broadcast communication, no big activities to support the process; but the only channel was 

managers. Which Daniel (Hubhult) mentioned was not a good idea, and didn’t work that way. 

He mentioned that they took their learnings from the previous implementation process, and 

then they used a majestic view. The process went by working directly toward every coworker. 

Daniel (Hubhult) explained that they have done mass communication and mass activities for 

every step of the change, through a combined strategy with both the managers and coworkers. 

The leaders of the change created communication materials managers can use and gave them 

workshops of what they should do with their coworkers. Daniel (Hubhult) explained that the 

focus was more on how they could support their peers in the change process. He said that the 

managers are on the driver’s seat, but it should be acknowledged that the managers might not 

have the resources and time to do the actual change.  

 

Daniel (Hubhult) also pointed that within IKEA, there are certain leadership capabilities that 

all managers and leaders are expected to have and one of them is ‘enable change’. He said 

that today they have a special focus on leading in ABW setting. When he described the 

process of change towards ABW, he said that the workplace change is not a core business but 

it is extremely personal. He said: “It is a very difficult combination because no one will focus 

on it but everyone will get hurt (Daniel)”.  

 

Culture, taken as a driving factor of ABW, is reflected on the feelings of coworkers in the 

new workspace environment after the change. Some interviewees touched on their experience 

of corporate culture with the change of their working environment. Ella (Älmhult) pointed the 

cultural issue by saying “With the new ABW environment, you can detect you are within 
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IKEA, you can feel the IKEA spirit in the office. We made this setting in a simple way and 

simplicity is our virtue”. 

 

Amy emphasized on culture while she was explaining the process of change, where the 

change leader was leading the workshops to involve coworkers and to hear everyone’s voices 

around the change towards ABW. She said that the way of handling the change actually 

emphasized the ‘togetherness’ they have in IKEA. She mentioned that there was no one 

person saying everything, but a collaborative approach in the workshops.  

 

Kate (Älmhult) emphasizes the current process they are standing and she indicated that what 

they are implementing now can also be considered as a trial process. They will take learnings 

from the implementation from few departments and she pointed that change might happen 

again.  

 

Linda (Älmhult) had reflections on the resistant behavior she observed. She mentioned the 

people who have been working at IKEA for ages are more resistant to move to a new setting. 

She felt like younger people are more open to change how they work, same thoughts were 

presented by Peter (Älmhult).  

 

Sticking to the old habits was mentioned by Chris (Delft) as not a huge threat but he stated 

that what they tried is to inspire people to use the opportunities of the new workspace. He said 

that in some units, people were easily going back to their old habits but Chris (Delft) thought 

that it is okay if that is what they needed. Here we can see the reflection to the thinking of 

‘need based working’.  

 

 

 

5 Discussion 
 
 

This chapter discusses the empirical themes which is structured by the influence of research 

questions as a first step of problematization. The findings are showing the experience of ABW 

environment by coworkers in the unique case of IKEA. First, the findings are summarized to 

give a broad understanding and they are brought together with the theory. Then the chapter is 
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divided into three sections, to interpret the findings under the themes and their relationship 

with each other. The first section reveals the needs of coworkers and coworkers’ 

interpretation of space. The second section shorty discusses the implication of ABW office 

space. Finally, the third section covers the attitudes towards the idea of change in a holistic 

view. 

 

 

First of all, it is important to acknowledge that the findings are acquired from thirteen 

employees from three different locations implementing ABW, all three standing in different 

states in process. The data is collected within a certain period. The findings thus reflect the 

experiences in a given time period; which can differ in a different period in the future. The 

discussion thus is made based on the participants, locations and period of the case study of 

IKEA. 

 

The findings of this case study showed how employees interpret the rationales around the 

transformation of their workspace into ABW. To be able to answer the research question and 

to reveal the experience of coworkers in the ABW environment, the findings are clustered 

under themes which formed bigger concepts.  The three concepts summarized the reality 

behind what coworkers were going through with the physical and behavioral change of the 

workspace. These concepts are: driving factors of changing the workspace to ABW; 

experience of change in the workspace; and atmosphere and attitudes, colored by impact of 

change. Then, the empirical concepts are discussed by engaging Lefebvre’s (1991) spatial 

model in the analysis. 

 

Empirical concepts 

Driving factors are the reasons behind changing the workspace to an ABW setting. The 

concept emerged mainly from the interviews with the coworkers who are responsible from the 

change, and they were explaining the process with an organizational view, more behalf of the 

company. Based on the findings, the driving factors for IKEA to change the way of working 

and the physical workspace are growth, cultural fit, and flexibility; which are the themes 

under this concept. Growth emerged as one theme because the interviewees were talking 

about empty desks, insufficient square meters compared to the number of employees and 

overall inefficient use of space as some reasons to change the workspace. Cultural fit was 
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mentioned by several interviewees as a trigger of changing the workspace, to enhance the 

collaboration between the teams and between sites. It was pointed that a new way of working 

which emphasizes on collaboration, togetherness and simplicity was reflecting IKEA culture 

more than the current state. Flexibility was the last theme under the driving factors, because it 

was pointed out many times by the interviewees that a flexible way of working was needed 

which would serve the needs of the business they are doing.  

 

The second concept is the experiences of change in the workspace which has two themes 

under; practicalities of moving to a new workspace and reactions to moving to a new 

workspace. The theme of practicalities developed when interviewees mentioned what basic 

physical changes happened in the workspace affecting their daily lives. The contents under 

the theme are elimination of personal desks, storage space, and having different areas to work. 

The theme of reactions developed from interviewees telling how these practical changes 

affected their behavioral environment and what issues emerged with the physical changes. 

This includes privacy issues, anonymity, difficulty to find a coworker and distraction. 

 

The final concept is the atmosphere and attitudes, which reflects the impact of change on 

these notions. Atmosphere and attitudes developed when interviewees reflected on their 

changing social environments, certain behaviors towards their usage of desk which turned out 

to become a habit, and the actual change process and resistance.  

 

Engaging theoretical framework 

The themes from the findings are uncovering the reality behind the experience of a new 

workspace implemented at IKEA from the coworkers’ perspectives. The findings are not facts 

but more open to different interpretations. Considering the theoretical background of this 

study, the concept of driving factors is interpreted as the mental space, referring to Lefebvre’s 

(1991) spatial dynamics. Lefebvre (1991) explains the mental space as a conceived space, 

created by planners, architects, constructers. Taylor and Spicer (2007) describe the mental 

space as planned space which is ‘materialized power relations’. In this case, an ABW setting, 

called ‘need based working’ in two sites, is planned by IKEA; with certain reasoning and 

considering the needs of coworkers and the organization. Experience of change in the 

workspace concept somehow reflects the physical space, where practical changes were 

referred. Since the physical changes were mentioned as elimination of desks, storage spaces, 
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and different area options; the space can be interpreted as Lefebvre’s (1991) physical space, 

in his terms ‘space of daily routines’. Hernes (2004) explains the physical space in 

organizational terms as the space of physical barriers, rules and regulations. Even though the 

contents under this theme can not be clustered directly as rules and regulations, they create 

some barriers on individual’s daily routines, which is observed under the second theme under 

the same concept. The theme of the reactions to the workspace change reflects more social 

space than the physical because it displays the reactions raised from the lived experience of 

inhabitants, as in Lefebvre’s (1991) social space description. The physical space here has 

clearly set some boundaries or identified as drawback by some coworkers, because the 

interviewees mostly reflect on how they were negatively affected through. Finally, the 

atmosphere and attitudes can be interpreted as the social space of Lefebvre (1991) because the 

theme as well emerged by the findings reflecting how employees were using the space. The 

atmosphere and attitudes were explained by the personal views of the social environment and 

behaviors. This can also be interpreted under Hernes’s (2004) social space notions where he 

emphasizes the basic element of social space is the social relations.  

 

Levefbre’s (1991) three dimensions of space are informing each other as seen through the 

narrations of employees from different points of views. Although I looked primarily at lived 

space, the findings also capture rationales the employees mentioned concerning the planning 

of these offices, which connects to physical/ perceived and mental/ conceived space. In 

understanding the close connection between these dimensions and in interpreting the lived 

experience of employees also through the lens of what was initially intended, planned, etc. 

helps us understanding ABW through seeing a richer picture than just looking at employees’ 

experiences in a normative way or with the intention of evaluating them as good or bad 

experiences. Wasserman (2011) and Wasserman and Frenkel (2010) show that Levefbre’s 

(1991) concept of space can be used as a lens to understand space as such, but also human 

interaction with space in terms of resistance, influences on identity, and so on. 

If we look at the organizational space through the lens of Lefebvre (1991), the change of 

physical and behavioral office space appears differently. We can see that the unique design of 

activity based environment at IKEA emerges from certain driving factors, which can be 

mental space (Lefebvre, 1991); and the employees’ experience of the new physical space as 

Lefebvre’s lived space. In this specific case, the mental space of ABW has been built by the 

given reasoning of growth, cultural fit and flexibility. The organizational expectation is for 
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the employees to experience the logical reasoning of ABW during the transformation of office 

space; so, the physical attempts were to activate the ideas behind the physical change. This is 

narrated by the interviewees with organizational view, as driving factors of ABW. The 

situation reflects as a materialized reflection and physical space of conceptualized 

organization of space, which is the mental space (Wasserman, 2011). The experience of 

change in the workspace is clearly showing the diminishing elements of workspace change, 

from physical and behavioral perspective from the employees’ individual experiences. There, 

the inter-connection of physical and mental space is presented. The intention of the architects 

and planners by rebuilding space (Lefebvre, 1991) was to enhance flexibility, to give an 

efficient use of space and to boost creativity with the implementation of ABW (Koetsveld & 

Kamperman, 2011). However, the reality showed that the lived experience of space, which 

forms the social space of Lefebvre (1991) can be different than what was planned. This shows 

that even though three spheres of space (Lefebvre, 1991) influences each other to meet under 

one unitary approach of space; the experiences are different and every human’s social space is 

unique to themselves.  

 

For the following, I go by three sections: work-based needs and social needs, implications 

ABW office space and attitudes towards the change. 

 

5.1 Work-based needs and social needs 

 

ABW is mentioned as a flexible environment in terms of serving the needs of many in the 

literature (Koetsveld & Kamperman, 2011). Yet, such needs are mostly classified through 

employees’ work related activities, when presenting the ABW concept by the scholars 

(Appel-Meulenbroek, et al., 2015; Koetsveld & Kamperman, 2011; Tabak, 2008; Vos & van 

der Voordt, 2002). According to the data of my case study, there are two types of needs: 

work-related needs and social needs. Work-related needs can be associated with the ‘activity’ 

part of the ABW concept, as described by Koetsveld and Kamperman (2011). Social needs 

are harder to determine since they appear from a personal view. The social needs are although 

appearing to be stronger, based on the findings. The work-related needs/ activities can be 

connected to physical and mental space (Hernes, 2004), in Lefebvre’s (1991) terms practiced 

and planned space; whereas the social needs can be related to the social space, in Taylor and 

Spicer’s (2007) words, imagined space. According to Lefebvre (1991) these three dimensions 
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of space; physical, mental and social together produce spatial dynamics, as they should not be 

seen separately. In this case study, I can see that the dimension of imagined space introduces 

ambiguous relationships between work-related needs and social needs; which corresponds to 

a tension between planned space (mental) and actual experiences employees talk about 

(social). For instance, the example of ‘habitual desks’ highlights this tension, as employees 

behave in ways that run against the ideas of planned space (Taylor & Spicer, 2007) and 

practices of proximity and distance (Taylor & Spicer, 2007). According to the interviewees 

who are responsible from the change process, the personal desks are eliminated for space 

utilization, to make better use of the empty desks and provide different areas for employees to 

work, based on their work-related needs. On the other hand, interviewees who were 

explaining the process on behalf of themselves, explained how they were using the desks; and 

many of the behaviors did not correspond the ideas behind desk elimination. The idea of the 

rearrangement is to be picking up different spots based on the daily work related needs; 

however most of the coworkers were sitting on the same desk every day, for different reasons. 

Some of them were resistant to change and keen on keeping their own desk; whereas some of 

them were lacking personal space and try to get that by going to the same desk every day and 

creating an attention among other coworkers that it is his/her desk. Some coworkers were 

taking the same desk every day, so people will know where to find him/her easily. On one 

hand, there is only one planned space, as rearrangement of space had certain ideas behind by 

the organization; whereas the actual experience, the social space, is lived differently on 

individual levels by many coworkers, which creates multiple social spaces.  

 

The theory indicates that the production of space formed by gathering physical, mental and 

social space together (Lefebvre, 1991). The interpretation of findings reveals the ambiguity of 

uniting them together when they are experienced and understood differently by coworkers. 

Even though the coworkers understand and accept the terms and triggers of ABW, their 

experience appear to be unlike than what is planned. Which is the contrast between the theory 

of space, especially in mental and social space. The reason of the contrast can be related to the 

difficulty of breaking down the routines of individuals, and to their social needs. The findings 

are showing that the coworkers’ understanding of the mental space appears similarly between 

the actual driving factors behind ABW and the assumptions of driving factors. However, that 

does not mean that the new space will be practiced in the same way, based on the findings. 

The old routines and social needs are dominating the individuals’ behavior and that creates 
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the social space. In this case, I find it hard uniting mental and social space under one roof as 

suggested by Lefebvre (1991), where they both are perceived differently by each coworker. 

The relationship of mental and social space also varies under each personal context. This 

shows that no matter what purpose a space is planned for (mental space), the lived experience 

(social space) can not be exposed or shaped by others. Findings indicate that the social space 

is reflected as the reality of mental space, which is not mentioned in theory of space. 

 

Under the Lefebvre-inspired spatial conceptions of Taylor and Spicer (2007), ‘space as lived 

experience’ explains that same physical space can be understood differently by individuals, 

depending on their own experiences. Findings show that individuals create their own way of 

working, apart from what is planned to be and this appears to be natural in human context. 

Every individual seeks the most convenient situation for themselves and they tend to create 

the convenience even though the space would not offer. An example of Linda (Älmhult), 

sitting on the same desk every day because she wants to be found easily, shows that she 

created a solution for herself where she spotted a problem under the given situation, which is 

the most convenient way for her. An individual would use the space in the most convenient 

way for him/her to perform work tasks, and for individual wellbeing. 

 

We know that the new workspace is introduced everyone in the same way, depending on 

which site they are in. New workspace is either introduced as ABW in one location and as 

‘need based working’ in others, each of these is one spatial concept. Eventually, both were 

changes in the workspace. Under Lefebvre’s (1991) spatial theory, this can be interpreted as 

representation of all physical, mental and social space. However, when it comes to the 

experience of coworkers, one spatial concept of ABW or ‘need based working’ breaks into 

pieces; because the social space happens to be different than the mental space, in the way of 

using it by each coworker. Here we can see that there are no one-size-fits-all approach in the 

nature of human beings. Each individual experiences the same physical space in different 

mental and social states.  

 

The findings show that, the social needs steer coworkers’ experiences around a new 

workspace setting. This can be supported by Lefebvre’s (1991) argument of space as a social 

product. Yet, the reflection of social needs in a workspace can not be clustered or generalized 

because they vary in personal context. As ABW is a workspace model, which affects 
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coworkers’ daily lives from both physical and behavioral ways; keeping the model in 

boundaries may not be giving the best results. Since Älmhult and Delft are taking a flexible 

approach towards the model, and modifying it as ‘need-based working’; the needs appear to 

be pointed out by the company, mostly work-related needs. The findings in this case reveal 

the dominance of social needs in coworkers’ experiences. This shows the difficulty of putting 

boundaries in a workspace model, which affects individuals’ daily routines at the end, as 

everyone will shape their way of working under their personal conveniences. Therefore, 

leaving the workspace model flexible and letting individuals steer it in the best efficient way 

for them can be a way of dealing a change in a workspace. Trusting the established norms 

within the company can make it easier to rely on a flexible approach. Findings show that 

flexibility appeared as a driving factor pointed by interviewees who are responsible from the 

change; yet there, flexibility was described in organizational terms, which is one-sided. When 

looking at the experience of employees and observing that everyone’s social space is unique 

to themselves, flexibility arises naturally.  

 

For all this, I had to use the theory of space by Lefebvre (1991) to understand the relationship 

between the physical and behavioral change in the workspace and employees’ experience. As 

activity base is the intention of ABW, the change needed to be made first in the physical 

space. The drivers which are the work based needs are connected to the physical/ perceived 

and mental/ conceived space, defended by Lefebvre (1991) and Hernes (2004). Activities 

might be based on work related needs within the physical space, however when it comes to 

lived space other needs arise that are not considered in the concept of ABW.   

 

 

 

5.2  Implications ABW office space 

 

The tension between the planned (mental) and lived (social) space can also be seen in the 

context of efficiency, as it appeared in the themes and suggested benefits by the literature. 

Findings show that the ABW or ‘need based working’ is implemented to enhance 

collaboration and working more together than before, can be again associated to planned 

space. However, when looking at the social space, which is lived and experienced by the 

coworkers; the changes in the workspace disrupted some of the coworkers’ social 
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environment, personal space; caused anonymity, distraction and interfered to the team spirit. 

The theory behind the concept of ABW focuses on collaboration, increased creativity and 

enhanced team spirit as benefits (Malkoski, 2012; Koetsveld & Kamperman, 2011) ,though 

the literature covers the benefits only from organizational view. The study by Haynes (2007) 

establishes the significance of the behavioral environment in terms of office wellbeing and 

productivity; however, it is not presented in any ABW literature.  

 

On the other hand, cultural fit as a driving factor mentioned by the interviewees on behalf of 

the organization; appeared in the reflections of atmosphere after the workspace change 

occurred. Some employees referred the coherence between the IKEA culture and the new way 

of working as an impact of change. The reflection although is made when employees 

experienced the space in ABW terms; so cultural fit was a notion they could feel in the new 

atmosphere.             

 

5.3  Attitudes towards the idea of change 

 

In this case study, change first appeared in the model of ABW itself for the sites in Älmhult 

and Delft. At these two locations, which implemented ABW after Hubhult, the 

implementation teams took the learnings from Hubhult and decided what to bring and what 

not to bring from the concept. In addition, the interviewees from Älmhult and Delft 

emphasized the need of flexibility in their way of working and considering the needs of 

departments and individuals. As explained by Chris (Delft) and Mark (Älmhult), they took the 

ABW model and customized to their particular needs of working with their ‘IKEA way’. As a 

result, the model ended up being ‘need-based working’ in both locations.  

 

From a holistic approach, the findings also show that the change of workspace according to 

the company’s work-based needs was appeared to the coworkers as another change in the 

organization. Even though the experiences of change appeared significant to the coworkers, 

almost all of them explained the change process had a smooth way. The interviewees 

mentioned how valuable having a change leader was in the process, which made it easy for 

them to feel involved and raise their voice. From the input by interviewees, it was understood 

that change itself doesn’t taken as a radical event in IKEA. There are ongoing changes of 

events at IKEA such as physical changes, behavioral changes, cultural and organizational 
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changes; and it appears to be coworkers are often experiencing constant changes in certain 

areas with different processes. When I discussed this issue with some of the interviewees and 

asked for any change methodology within IKEA, all of them answered that being able to 

enable change is a natural skill for a leader at IKEA. This shows the attitudes towards change 

in IKEA. This can also be seen in the findings, as there was no big line between acceptance 

and denial. The change was experienced to be natural and it was reflected at individuals’ 

social space; but not in their working outcomes or performance, at least not in this stage or in 

this study.  

 

The literature behind the ABW concept is interpreted as the planned space (Lefebvre, 1991) 

due to the emphasis on organizational driving factors and assumed outcomes. This is reflected 

as the space of knowledge, power relations by Lefebvre and his followers. The emphasis on 

organizational driving factors of ABW literature is supported by few empirical studies, 

revealing the positive and negative outcomes of ABW in organization. However, the aim of 

this study is not to reveal the positive and negative outcomes of ABW but to reflect the 

experiences of users of the workspace and highlight the need of flexibility in the model of 

ABW. The flexibility is not in terms of organizational needs and practices but from the side of 

the employees who are living on the space and creating their own social space. As long as the 

social space of the organization is reflecting the lived space of the employees, the ABW 

environment tends to be flexible. 

 

 

 

6 Conclusion 
 
 

This final chapter presents the conclusions derived from interpretation of findings. The 

conclusion is presented as key findings, followed by managerial implications. Finally, the 

chapter addresses the limitations of the study as well suggestions for the future research. 
 

 

In this thesis, I utilize Levefbre’s (1991) ideas around the ‘production of space’ to investigate 

how employees rationalize the initial intentions around their working space, how different 

‘needs’ – work-based needs that are typically part of the ABW rationale and social needs that 

arise through lived experiences of the employees – play out in these offices and of how we 
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can understand the complex interplay of intentions (or driving factors), needs, experiences 

and practices in these office spaces.  

 

The aim of this study was to problematize the process of workspace change when 

implementing ABW and to discover the lived experience of ABW at the specific case of 

IKEA. To study the research question: “how do employees interpret the rationales around the 

transformation of their office space into ABW and how do they experience the ABW 

environment?”; I identified certain points to overcome which helped me to tackle with the 

problem. First, I wanted to understand IKEA’s expectations connected to workspace 

transformation and why this change is adopted. Then I wanted the reveal the expected change 

and the impact of change to discover the reality. The findings illustrated the experience of 

employees with certain themes under main concepts. The interpretation of findings concluded 

as the lived experience of employees is not mainly parallel to the rationales of organization 

towards changing to an activity-based environment.  

 

6.1  Key Findings 

 

 

In this research, framing organization as space and collecting data from employees narrating 

their experiences in the new environment show that the norms of organization blend with 

space. When looked at the narrations from Lefebvre’s (1991) spatial lens, it is concluded that 

the interaction of physical, mental and social spaces at IKEA causes a change in the 

organization, from physical and behavioral perspectives. Looking at Lefebvre’s (1991) theory 

of space results to interpret ABW in a very specific way. The theory informs the data through 

Lefebvre’s (1991) spatial triad, so we see employees’ reaction to the changing workspace and 

their interaction with the mental/ planned space. The individual interaction of each employee 

with the mental space concluded that even though the social space is informed by physical 

and mental spaces; it is unique because it is formed by personal actions and relationships. 

 

In connection to each other, the lived experience can only be understood only if the 

employees can figure out why this ABW is applied. Employees try to understand the mental 

approach planned by the organization, yet they also have their lived experience. The research 

revealed how physical, mental and social spaces are connected, their complex inter-play, the 
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initial intentions of organizational space and how it is carried out in the specific case of 

IKEA.  

 

The driving factors of ABW are from an organizational view, and they are revealed by the 

findings, also referred in the literature. The driving factors are studied under the findings, 

whether they steer the reality of outcomes. The findings show that there is a tension between 

the driving factors and the lived experience. The driving factors reflect what is planned to 

occur in the new workspace and the expected outcomes; whereas the lived experience of 

employees shows that the driving factors are not directly impact the outcome and it raised the 

attention to the social needs. Even though the highlighted rationales of workspace change are 

understood and accepted by the employees, their experience of change reveals their 

interpretation of space based on their personal use. This concludes as there is no one-size-fits-

all approach in a way of working, which emphasizes the matter of flexibility. 

 

Whether need based working or ABW, the workspace change is presented as one concept. 

The reality pointed that there is one space which is planned (Lefebvre, 1991) and is expected 

outcomes from; on the other hand another space which is the lived space of employees that is 

formed by their experiences. This illustrates the problematic side of interpretation of one 

physical space differently from different perspectives. It is ambiguous to expect a standard 

outcome from a workspace change into ABW, where the new workspace is interpreted and 

experienced differently by different individuals.  

 

Implementation of ABW is not a main focus of IKEA’s business, but the outcome affects all 

of their employees; which makes it a sensitive process. The physical and behavioral changes 

within ABW address directly employees’ daily lives; such as eliminating the personal desks, 

making different workstations, encouraging mobility and collaboration. The effects of ABW 

on employees thus is observed in many perspectives. 

 

The findings are showing that the change process at IKEA is managed in a smooth way, by 

involving everyone in the process and guiding in a collaborative way. Even though there is 

always some resistance when it comes to demanding a change whether it is physical or 

behavioral; the collaborative change process at IKEA let the workspace change develop 
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organically. Organic development was supported by IKEA as they modified ABW to a ‘need 

based working’ to serve the needs of the many.  

 

6.2 Reflections and Implications 
 

During the discussion of how employees interpret the transformation of their workspace and 

their lived experience; some questions raised which might lead into research implications.  

 

Taylor and Spicer (2007) identify ‘space as materialized power relations’ as one of the 

conceptions of space; which indicates the planned space by Lefebvre (1991). The conception 

reflects how a certain space is planned to show the power in an organizational space. An 

example can be architect, designing a big room for the boss which expresses the power. The 

study of the findings raised a question in my mind about power relations from a different 

approach: whether a way of working affecting people’s behavior or whether people’s 

behavior affecting way of working? Which one has the power to influence the other one? If 

the lived experience is shaping the understanding of space for employees, it shows that 

individuals’ experiences are determinative to shape a workspace. Based on the findings, it is 

not the company that shapes the new way of working and implement on the physical and 

behavioral workspace. The company, in reality, introduces the concept and the change takes 

place in the way that employees experience it to be. Does this show people having the power 

to reflect on the change? This discussion can lead to a future research of power relations 

within the concept of workspaces.  

 

Another reflection from the discussion raised from the holistic view of change in this study. 

The findings reveal that change is a natural process at IKEA and employees embrace it as 

another attempt to change a setting for a better outcome. Thus enabling change is a basic skill 

which is expected from all leaders at IKEA to have. In an environment where people are used 

to changing, how can any new attempt of change be enacted? What is a change if people are 

experiencing constant change in a company? This issue can be problematized as a future 

research looking at the change itself. 

 

The findings reveal the relationship of IKEA culture to the driving factors of ABW which 

appeared also under the experiences. It is reasonable because the collaborative nature of ABW 
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(Koetsveld & Kamperman, 2011) fits with the IKEA culture that focuses on collaboration and 

togetherness; and further reflected by the interviewees. However, as this is a new way of 

working that is implemented, wouldn’t it interfere with the current culture at some point? A 

future study can look at the implications of culture and how it matches with a new way of 

working coming along with new physical and behavioral environment. 
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8 Appendix I 
 

Questions to co-workers: 
 

What is your role at IKEA? 

How long have you been working at IKEA? Number of years you are in the work life? 
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PHYSICAL SPACE & PERSONAL PREFERENCE 

Can you tell me about the physical space at work? 

Where do you currently work? 

What do you (like to) have in your workplace? / What are the spatial needs for working? 

How much do you personalize your office space? 

How would you design your own workspace? 

What do you like to have in your office? 

What do you not like to have in your office? 

 

DAILY ACTIVITY 

How is your typical day? / What are your office activities? 

Do you move a lot at the workplace? 

 

VALUES  

What are the motivating factors at the workplace? 

What are the demotivating factors at work? 

What do you value most in a physical/ behavioral workplace environment? 

How does your experience of company culture fits to the physical workspace at IKEA? Do 

you see a relationship?  

Would you change anything? 

 

ACTIVITY BASED WORKING 

What do you think about open-office? 

How would you describe activity-based working (ABW)? 

How do you feel about working in an ABW environment? 

What were your first expectations from change to ABW? Are they met? 

What are the physical changes? / How does the workplace differ now than before? 

Did you have a private room before ABW? 

How do you feel about not having a personal desk? 

How do you feel about being able to choose where to work every day? 

 

CHANGES WITH ABW 

Why do you think IKEA changed the way of working and moved to ABW? 

How have your habits changed after ABW? 

How have the social environment changed after ABW? 

Do you have anything disturbing your work after ABW? 

What is the most exciting thing in ABW? 

 

 

 

 

Questions to leaders/ decision makers: 

 

What is your role at IKEA? 

How long have you been working at IKEA? Number of years you are in the work life? 

 

PHYSICAL SPACE 

Can you tell me about the physical space at work? / What is the meaning of space to you? 
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What are the spatial needs for working? 

 

EMERGENCE OF ACTIVITY-BASED WORKING 

How would you describe activity-based working (ABW)? 

How did the idea of ABW emerged? Who made the decision? / Why ABW? 

What were the driving factors on ABW? 

(If one driving factor is cost saving and space utilizing, how do you feel people coming to this 

idea?) 

 

AIM OF ABW 

What is the aim of ABW at IKEA? 

What do you want to change with ABW? / What results do you expect? Both physical and 

behavioral. 

What organizational benefits are expected from ABW? 

What is the most exciting issue with ABW? 

 

IMPLEMENTATION OF ABW 

How was your strategy implementing ABW? 

What have you based on when selecting the locations to implement ABW? 

How did the change take place? How is it communicated? 

What kind change management model is adopted? 

Who or which department is responsible from the process of change? 

 

REACTIONS 

What were the biggest challenges for ABW? 

How were the reactions to ABW? 

 

PROCESS 
What do you think works well with ABW? 

What do you think doesn’t work with ABW? 

What were the roles of people during the transformation process? (Were they actively involved or 

were they directly imposed to the change?) 

How do you ensure the motivation of staff during the process of change? 

How does your experience of company culture fits to the physical workspace at IKEA? Do you see a 

relationship?  

What do you think about physical/ behavioral environment at the workplace reflecting the company 

culture? 

How do you think a new way of working interferes with the company culture? 
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